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ABSTRACT
BREAKING THE SILENCE: CAMBODIAN STUDENTS SPEAK OUT
ABOUT SCHOOL, SUCCESS, AND SHIFTING IDENTITIES
MAY 2005
ROBERTA WALLITT, B.A., SUNY CORTLAND
M.A., CORNELL UNIVERSITY
Ed.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by: Professor Sonia Nieto
This dissertation describes a qualitative research study about the educational
experiences of Cambodian American students conducted in a community in the
northeastern United States from January to November of 2003. The study investigated
the experiences of fourteen Cambodian American young people, ages 16-23, in a small
college community using both individual and group interviews as the primary source of
data collection. The study examined how the participants' cultural identities and family
expectations influenced their interaction with the school system and how teachers'
practices and institutional policies affected the young people's striving for academic
achievement. This study contributes to understanding why schools are not providing
successful educational experiences for Cambodian American students as suggested by
their disproportionate rates of dropping out and classification as learning disabled, and by
views held by their teachers and sometimes themselves that they are low achieving
students.
The participants reflected the diversity among Cambodian American students:
some were still in school; some had graduated; some had dropped out. They included
males and females, those who had been bom in Cambodia or in refugee camps and those
who were born in the United States. They all presented their perspectives on both the
supportive aspects of school and those aspects that had hindered their success.
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The study described in this dissertation explored the participants' experiences
through the theoretical perspectives of multicultural education, culturally relevant
pedagogy and critical race theory. An important aspect of this study was the centering of
the young people's voices as the primary source of knowledge.
This study generated a number of significant findings that emerged from the
data. One finding illustrated the extensive influence their families and cultural teachings
exerted on the students' lives, most relevantly in the school context. Another finding
portrayed the dynamic nature of the students' identities in their lives as adolescents and
bicultural border crossers. Other findings depicted the school experiences that supported
the students in their educational journey as well as the obstacles that hindered their
progress.
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CHAPTER 1
PURPOSES AND CONTEXTS OF THE RESEARCH SUTDY
Mali lie's Story
I remember Maline when she was six years old. It was my first year as an ESOL
teacher in Center school, where I had been a classroom teacher for ten years. Now I
was moving from classroom to classroom, taking groups of ESOL students to my tiny
ESOL room to work on language skills, or working in classrooms with their classroom
teachers. Many of my students were from Southeast Asia, including Cambodia, Laos
and Vietnam. Maline, a Cambodian first grader, had been identified as having reading
difficulties and I was asked to work with her individually each day on Reading
Recovery, a structured program touted by our support teacher as the most beneficial
way to teach struggling readers.
Maline was a tiny girl. Her older brothers. Bona and Chath, had been in my
classroom when they were in first and second grade, and they too, were small, more like
four year olds than the other six year olds in the class. Maline was a sunny child,
always laughing and in good spirits. We had the opportunity to spend 40 minutes a day
working in a structured program that I modified to accommodate my notion of reading
as a meaning-making activity. Maline was eager to leam and fully engaged during our
sessions. Over the course of the year, she began to make sense of the jumble of letters
and began to decode and read.
Maline was a very social being and played with a group of friends, also
Cambodian, including Nary, Sarom and Sina. Her father, who co-taught a Cambodian
unit with me when Maline's brothers were in my class, would meet with me at

1

conference time. Her mother spoke very limited English and was rarely involved with
school events. The following year, I transferred to Rainbow School and had little
contact with Maline after that. I never got to interview Maline for this study. Although
I asked her a number of times, she always avoided committing to a time. I interviewed
her two older brothers and always thought I might be able to convince her to spend
some time with me.
I periodically heard about Maline from other teachers. She was retained when
she was in fourth or fifth grade. I heard she had been classified as learning disabled at
some point. Her middle school ESOL teacher told me that when she was working with
Maline on reading, which was a great struggle for her, Maline had said one day "You
mean this is supposed to make sense?" The middle school teacher expressed anger at
her elementary teachers for not having taught her to read. When she went to the high
school, her difficulty with reading created insurmountable problems in her classes and
she became disengaged with school.
Stories about Maline came up in a number of the interviews in this study.
Victoria, another former student, implied that a turning point in Maline's relationships
with her Cambodian friends was when she was retained in school. She was separated
from them in classes and so was harder for them to hang out together. The retention
also suggested to them that she was 'stupid.'
In 10* grade she transferred to the Alternative School, but it was too late. She
received more support from teachers, but she had already given up. Her only friends
were her younger cousin, Aun, and a Lao student at the Alternative. This was very hard
for someone as socially inclined as Maline. She looked for friends outside of Athens
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and found some, including a boyfriend, from a community an hour away. These new
friends, according to my sources, were trouble makers who used drugs and alcohol. She
stopped attending school and disappeared from the community.

Introduction
If true commitment to the people, involving the transformation of the reality by which
they are oppressed, requires a theory of transforming action, this theory cannot fail to
assign the people a fundamental role in the transformation process. (Freire, 1970,

p.120)
Better to close your mouth than open it;
better to be quiet than to speak. Khmer proverb

When school systems are unable to adequately educate certain groups of
students, outside experts often define what remedies should be undertaken. Paulo
Freire's words above provide a reminder that for true transformation to occur, the people
who experience the oppressive circumstances must be at the forefront of any
transformation. It has been my intention in this research study to elicit the knowledge
of Cambodian American students about their school experiences as a way to explore
how educators might better serve them. Yet, as reflected in the Khmer proverb above,
Cambodians are not likely to routinely offer their perspectives, a situation that has often
contributed to their invisibility within the discourse of school reform. But when asked,
Cambodians are willing and eager to talk about how the educational system has
hindered their ability to be successful learners, as well as how the school setting could
be transformed into a more welcoming and supportive environment. In the interviews I
conducted with Cambodian American young people, they expressed gratitude that
someone was finally asking them what they thought. I hope their words will guide a
transformation of educational institutions that will allow their younger siblings, their
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children, and all Cambodian American students to have better experiences than they
did.
Many years of experience teaching in public schools have contributed to my
awareness of and concern for the needs of traditionally underserved student populations
(i.e. African Americans, students of diverse ethnic and linguistic backgrounds and
particularly Cambodian Americans). As a teacher of English for students of other
languages (ESOL), I became aware of my own school system’s failure to be successful,
specifically with Cambodian students. Some indicators of this school failure include
the disproportionate classification of Cambodian students as learning disabled; the
perceptions of many of their teachers that these students are deficient; as well as the
large proportion who drop out of school before graduation.
These concerns led me to conduct an ethnographic study in Massachusetts, "A
Good Student or a Good Cambodian?" (Wallitt, 2002). In that study, I focused on
Cambodian students in a fifth grade classroom within a school committed to
multicultural education that included a bilingual Khmer program. My prior experiences
led me to assume that the requisite conditions were in place in this setting to ensure a
successful school experience for the students. However, in that setting I witnessed
problems that were similar to those I had seen in the site of my present study, a town I
call Athens. My desire to further explore the experiences of Cambodian students led to
my decision to return to Athens and continue this research in a different setting, by
focusing on young people in their teens and twenties who would be better able to
articulate their experiences than the 10-year-olds who were the focus of my study in
Massachusetts..
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To address the questions related to the school achievement of Cambodian
students, it is necessary to understand the broader context that incorporates the range of
conditions that influence learning. Sonia Nieto views learning as "emerging from the
social, cultural and political spaces in which it takes place and through the interactions
and relationships that occur among learners and teachers" (Nieto, 1999, p.2). That is,
learning is impacted both on a macro level, through societal and institutional
constructions, and on a micro level, such as through the relationships students have with
their teachers, among other factors.
The United States has been called by some a country of immigrants. That
characterization is only partially true. The native people who first inhabited the land
that came to be the United States were subjected to colonization and annihilation by
European invaders. Another non-immigrant group was brought in chains from Africa to
serve the interests of Anglo slaveholders. It is important to keep in mind the White
supremacist foundations of the United States when considering the present experiences
of students of color, including Cambodians, within the schoolhouse walls (Spring, 2001;
Takaki, 1993).
As the different waves of immigrants washed over the U.S. shores in the 1800's,
each new group became, for a period of time, subject to derision, discrimination and
domination. From the Irish to the Italians to the Jews, the immigrants were considered
inferior to the White English- speaking dominant culture (Spring, 1997). The schools
became a primary institution for 'Americanizing' the new immigrant children,
pressuring them to assimilate. Students were coerced to relinquish their cultural
practices and languages and adopt the ways of the dominant culture (Spring, 2004).
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During this time period, however, the availability of jobs that didn't require schooling
allowed opportunities for advancement even for those who could not meet the demands
of the schools. Gainful employment enabled many of these immigrants to 'become
White,' that is, they were accepted into the dominant power structure as they acquired
the means to blend into the dominant population (Ignatiev, 1995). Melanie
Kaye/Kantrowitz (1996) explained how Jews who faced discrimination tried to avoid
discrimination by becoming White. She observed that "the ability to pass confers
protection and a host of privileges" (p.125), something my father felt compelled to do
by changing his name in order to obtain employment.
The new immigrants of the twenty-first century face different challenges. The
schools are still designed to inculcate the norms of the dominant white population, even
as this group is losing its majority status. The proportion of children and youth who are
non-Hispanic White is projected to drop to less than 50% by 2040 (U.S. Census Bureau,
2002). After Latinos, Asians are projected to be the fastest-growing major population
category over the next half-century. Recent Census Bureau projections show the Asian
population could grow by a third, to 14 million by 2010 and more than triple by 2050
(Census Bureau). At the same time, economic conditions now dictate that in order to
improve one's position, a high school diploma, at the bare minimum, is necessary and
higher education is advisable.
As the United States increases in ethnic diversity, the students in the schools are
more likely to be of color, to speak languages other than English and to employ cultural
practices that contrast with those traditionally expected in school (Nieto, 2004). At the
same time, the majority of teachers are White and monolingual English speaking.
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Presently, students of color comprise 38% of our nation’s students and the number is
increasing, while teachers of color make up only 10% of all teachers in the United
States (National Center for Educational Statistics, 1999-2000). It is incumbent on all
teachers, especially those who are in the majority, to gain the awareness and skills to
become culturally relevant practitioners, that is, to use "the cultural knowledge, prior
experiences, frames of reference, and performance styles of ethnically diverse students
to make learning encounters more relevant to and effective for them" (Gay, 2000, p.29).
Students of color in the United States have been historically underserved in the
public education systems of this country in a variety of ways. Racism and
discrimination toward students of color often result in higher rates of suspension,
classification as learning disabled, and dropping out before graduation than for their
White peers. For example, "although Blacks represent 16 percent of the student
population nationwide, they account for 30 percent of all suspensions" (Nieto, 2004).
Disproportionate classification of students as learning disabled or having ADHD (attention
deficit hyperactivity disorder) often results in the inappropriate use of Ritalin to control
their behavior. Breggin, a psychiatrist who has researched the use of suggests that
If the list of criteria for ADHD has any use, it identifies children who are bored,
anxious, or angry around some of the adults in their lives or in some adult-run
institutions, such as the school and family. These "symptoms" should not red
flag the children as mentally ill. They should red flag the adults as requiring new
efforts to attend to the needs of the children. .. The "illness" consists of being
disruptive to the lives of adults-a definition that seems tailored for social control
(Breggin, 2004).
He also presents evidence that these drugs "work" by producing robotic or zombie-like
behavior in children" (Breggin, 2004, p.2). Furthermore, he states, Doctors who
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prescribe stimulant drugs often seem oblivious to the fact that they can cause psychoses,
including manic-like and schizophrenic-like disorders" (Breggin, 2004).
Another major obstacle for students of color relates to the systematic efforts
toward deculturalization by schools. One of the early examples of deculturalization was
instituted in 1879 with the establishment of the Carlisle Indian School, when Native
American children were removed from their homes and put into boarding schools to
'civilize' them (Spring, 2004). Immigrants to the United States, from the Irish and Jews
to the recent immigrants from Asia, have been subjected to schooling that seeks to erase
their cultural heritage as they become 'Americans.' Furthermore, African American and
Latino students have been segregated into inner city schools that are deteriorating and
lack resources and qualified teachers (Kozol, 1991; Orfield & Lee, 2004). Additionally,
students whose home language is not English and whose home culture is based on
values differing from mainstream America are devalued and not provided with the
instruction that would allow them to succeed academically (Nieto, 2004).
As one response, multicultural education was developed by African American
scholars in the 1970's to address the inequitable education of many students from
subordinated groups (Banks, 1995). Scholars in the field have identified a variety of
factors that contribute to the miseducation of non-mainstream students. These include
tracking, low expectations of students based on their race, ethnicity and social class,
curriculum that is irrelevant to their life experiences and Eurocentric, and teaching
practices that are culturally incompatible, among others (Nieto, 2004).
Multicultural educators have attempted to address these barriers to achievement
by advocating for schools that affirm all students and celebrate their cultural strengths;
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that provide access to resources; include families; and provide bilingual programs or
other language support for language minority students (Nieto, 2004; Banks, 1989;
Sleeter and Grant 1999). Of particular importance for this study, "recent research has
demonstrated that academic achievement and learning may be fostered by encouraging
the maintenance and affirmation of students' cultures and languages" (Nieto, 2004). For
Cambodian American students, I believe such school support could significantly
contribute to improved educational experiences.

Statement of the Problem
Why do so many Cambodian American students drop out of school before
graduating? Why are Cambodian students disproportionately classified as learning
disabled? Why is school such a struggle for many Cambodian students? These were
the questions that haunted me as a teacher and inspired my research studies as a
graduate student.
The 1990 Census count indicated there were 149,047 Cambodians in the United
States. By 2000, that number had increased to 206,052 (SEARC, 2003), although
researchers believe that the Census figures are undercounts due to reluctance and fear
on the part of Cambodian refugees to provide complete information (Wright, 1998).
While there has been limited research focusing on Cambodian students, a longitudinal
study by Rumbaut (1989) that focused on immigrant students, indicated that, in general,
Cambodian students perform at lower academic levels than their peers from most other
immigrant/refugee groups. Subsequently, Rumbaut and Portes (2001) conducted a
follow up study of the next generation - the children of the immigrants. Their data
indicated that Cambodian students continued to perform poorly on math and reading

assessment, but had grade point averages (GPA’s) in the middle range, still lower than
other Asian students, but higher than students from Latin American countries. They
suggested that
Grades are a somewhat different measure of achievement than test scores
because they are influenced by student demeanor, effort, and self discipline. It
is in these areas that children of Southeast Asian refugees excel, reflecting the
influence of strong families and co-ethnic networks (p.243).
Educators have speculated about possible explanations for the poor academic
achievement of Cambodian students. The blame is often attributed to factors such as
lack of family support or language deficits. Those who are aware of Cambodian
American history suggest that the trauma experienced by families and the challenges of
resettlement contribute to school difficulties. In a study on the resettlement of
Southeast Asian refugees in Western Massachusetts (Hafner, 1989), the data collected is
likely comparable to the Athens Cambodian community. The study reported that 78%
of the adults had worked in farming, fishing and mining in Cambodia. These skills
were not transferable to the available employment opportunities and only 51% of the
heads of households were employed. In addition, less than 15% had completed the
equivalent of high school in Cambodia and only half could speak and understand
English at all. These statistics indicate that parents would have serious difficulties in
providing the kind of support that the school systems expect from families.
While these elements certainly have affected the Cambodian students, my own
experiences suggest that the problem is not located wholly in the students and their
families, but also in the schools. U.S. schools are primarily designed to privilege the
needs of the dominant culture in the United States - students who are of European
descent, who are primarily White and middle class, and who are monolingual English
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speakers. This privileging can be seen in the curriculum, which is often primarily about
those from the dominant group, ignoring the history, contributions and perspectives of
non-dominant peoples (Nieto, 2004; Sleeter & Grant, 1999). Most textbooks also
reinforce the dominance of a European American perspective, while pedagogical
practices often are more appropriate for mainstream students than those from non¬
dominant cultures (Nieto, 2004; Sleeter & Grant, 1999). Additionally, there is
frequently little validation of any language other than English, further marginalizing
students with a home language other than English (Nieto, 1999). Based on my previous
study (Wallitt, 2002), as well as extensive experience, I have found that many educators
are ignorant about Cambodian culture and do not recognize aspects of their students’
performance that are related to their heritage.
Another factor contributing to the difficulty Cambodian students experience
relates to the complexity of their language acquisition. From my many years of
teaching Cambodian students, I learned that many of the children speak Khmer as their
home language before entering school. However, they reported that they often learn
English from older siblings and from watching television. By the time they enter
school, they are using a mix of the two languages, but may be limited in both. They
soon develop verbal proficiency in English, but with limited vocabulary and syntax. As
they are exposed to literacy tasks, they are perceived by their teachers as English
speakers. But they may have not developed proficiency in their first language, nor
literacy skills in Khmer. In a study focusing on the linguistic background of
Cambodian American students, Wright (1999) reports that they lose their ability to
speak with any fluency in the language their parents speak and cannot communicate
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with their family at any but the most superficial level. Wright goes on to say that
"language loss is a source of great pain and shame in the Cambodian family and
community because Cambodians believe there a strong connection between Khmer
language and identity" (p.289). Lacking literacy in their primary language, they
struggle with learning to read and write in English, unlike children who have achieved
literacy in their first language and are able to make the transition relatively easily to the
second language (Cummins, 2001). These children are caught in a middleground
without the anchors that would ordinarily be provided at home and at school. When this
situation is not addressed, they not only start out at a disadvantage; they never catch up.
Kiang and Lee (1993) point out that first language loss both erodes family relationships
and squanders the linguistic and cultural resources of Cambodian heritage.
I would propose that when the schools provide a more culturally responsive
environment, Cambodian students will be viewed for the strengths they have and will be
given the opportunity to feel and be successful. In my previous study (Wallitt, 2002), it
appeared that even the definition of "success" differed when conceptualized by
mainstream U.S. educators and Cambodian families. The fifth grade students in that
study were viewed as unsuccessful by their mainstream teachers based on the students'
modes of participation, their performance on academic tasks, and their approach to
learning. The teachers' attitudes affected the students' perceptions of themselves,
contributing to their feelings of being unsuccessful in school. The construction of the
students as unsuccessful may have been linked to a lack of cultural congruency on the
part of the teachers. The present study has allowed me to investigate the experiences of
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another group of Cambodian students in a different community to determine whether
the findings of this previous study can be substantiated.
A related consideration that impacts the lives of immigrant students is how they
are creating new cultural identities. They are not fully representing traditional
Cambodian values, nor have they taken on all the values of U.S. culture. As Nieto
(2004) points out, "Rather, aspects of the native culture are retained, modified,
reinserted into different environments, and recast so that they are valid and workable for
a new society" (p.282). In my previously mentioned study, there were many examples
of ways the students constructed hybrid identities, exemplifying how they had a foot in
each culture while creating a new identity different from each. Sometimes this led to
teachers misreading their students' actions. I was interested, in the present study, to
examine the roles that multiple identities play in the schooling experiences of
Cambodian students.

Purpose, of the Study
The purpose of this study was to explore the school experiences of Cambodian
American youth through their own eyes in a university community in the Northeastern
part of the United States. Athens is a predominantly White community with a small
Cambodian population of approximately 200 people. The school system has been
designed to effectively serve the children of the most vocal segment of the community the university and professional residents. It has not adapted as well to serve other
segments of the community such as students of color and those of lower socioeconomic
status, including the Cambodian students. This research could provide insights that
could enable educators to implement pedagogical approaches aimed at improving the
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education of Cambodian students. It might also offer perspectives on potential systemic
modifications of policies and practices that could provide a more inclusive school
environment for all students.
Rarely are students themselves asked to contribute their knowledge to school
reform efforts. Schultz and Cook-Sather (2001) believe that it is crucial to listen to
what students have to say because until we truly understand what students are
experiencing - what and how education means, looks and feels to them - our efforts at
school reform will not go very far. Cambodian students, especially, are unlikely to
spontaneously offer information that would make their schooling more beneficial. A
small number of studies have sought out student perspectives on their school
experiences (Nieto, 2004; Schultz & Cook-Sather, 2001; Wilson & Corbett, 2001),
but only three (Sin, 1991; Wright, 1998; Koschmann, 1987) include the experiences of
Cambodian American students. These studies will be discussed in the following
chapter.
The overarching research question in this study is What do Cambodian
American young people say about how schools can better succeed academically with
Cambodian American students? Within this broad question, three primary research

questions have guided this study. The first of these questions seeks to identify the
values that influence students as they interact with teachers, with their peers, with the
curricula and with the institution of school. The literature about Cambodian culture
(Canniff, 2000, 1999; Booxbaum, 1995; Hein, 1995; Smith-Hefner, 1999; 1993; 1990;
Sin, 1991) has provided me with a foundation as I attempt to interpret the values,
attitudes and behaviors of the students influenced by a Cambodian perspective. In my
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dialogue with the participants, I have attempted to determine the accuracy of these
interpretations and whether they will be useful to others who work with Cambodian
students. I am framing the first question as:
•

How do Cambodian American youth describe their cultural beliefs and values and
how do their beliefs and values affect their interactions with the educational
system?

The second question focuses on the need for educators to gain the knowledge to
reverse the lack of success that schools have had with the education of many
Cambodian students. By listening to students discuss what has worked well for them
and what has hindered their achievement, it may be possible to formulate suggestions
about more effective approaches. Thus the second question is:
•

What are Cambodian American students' perceptions of their school experiences
and what do they think would have improved their experiences?

The third question relates to the value of listening to student voices, which are
so often omitted from discussions of school reform. The narratives the students
composed in the interview process provide insightful views toward new directions. The
third research question asks:
•

How do student narratives inform the ongoing discussion about school reform?

As the above questions indicate, the purpose of the study is to learn from
Cambodian students what educators need to know to provide an educational approach
and environment that is effective and promotes academic achievement. A significant
branch of multicultural education, culturally relevant pedagogy, can only be
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implemented if teachers know who their students are. What better way is there to
obtain this knowledge than to ask them?
The methodology I used was to interview fourteen young people between the
ages of 16 and 23, audiotaping and then transcribing the interviews. Some of the
participants were former students of mine and others were referred to me by community
members. I also videotaped a conversation among some of the young people and used
the data from that conversation as well in my analysis. The data was so extensive that I
chose to concentrate on the siblings in one family to make the discussion more focused.
My expectation was that through the processes of interviews and dialogue, the students
themselves would have an opportunity to construct knowledge that might be helpful to
educators. I was able to serve as a facilitator to allow that to occur, but I functioned
primarily as a trusted listener.

Definition of Terms
Multicultural Education: In this study I use Sonia Nieto’s definition of multicultural
education as education that is “embedded in a sociopolitical context, is antiracist and
basic education for all students, that is characterized by a commitment to social justice
and critical approaches to learning” (Nieto, 1999, p.xviii). Nieto also says that
multicultural education is a transformative process that goes far beyond cultural
and linguistic maintenance. In the final analysis, multicultural education needs
to confront issues of power and privilege in society. This means challenging
racism and other biases as well as the structure, policies and practices of schools
(Nieto, 2000, p.4).

Critical Race Theory: Originally the definition of Critical Race Theory was constructed
within the study of law and defined as "a legal theory of race and racism designed to
uncover how race and racism operate in the law and society" (Parker & Lynn, 2002,
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p.7). The following provides a more expansive definition of CRT as related to
education:
Critical race theory advances a strategy to foreground and account for the role of
race and racism in education and works toward the elimination of racism as part
of a larger goal of opposing or eliminating other forms of subordination based
on gender, class, sexual orientation, language, and national origin ... Critical
Race Theory in education is a framework or set of basic insights, perspectives,
methods and pedagogy that seeks to identify, analyze, and transform those
structural, cultural and interpersonal aspects of education that maintain
subordinate and dominant racial positions in and out of the classroom
(Solorzano and Yosso, 2002, p.25).

Culturally Relevant Pedagogy: Different terms have been used to describe pedagogy
that attempts to respond to and build on the culture of the students, including culturally
relevant, responsive, congruent and compatible pedagogy. These terms are often used

interchangeably, although they can imply differences, subtle or substantial. My term of
preference is culturally relevant pedagogy. Other labels will appear only when the
scholars quoted directly use different terminology. Geneva Gay constructed the
following inclusive definition of culturally responsive pedagogy:
Culturally responsive teaching can be defined as using the cultural knowledge, prior
experiences, frames of reference, and performance styles of ethnically diverse students
to make learning encounters more relevant to and effective for them. It teaches to and
through the strengths of these students. It is culturally validating and affirming.
Furthermore, culturally responsive teaching has the following characteristics:
• It acknowledges the legitimacy of the cultural heritages of different ethnic
groups, both as legacies that affect students' dispositions, attitudes, and
approaches to learning and as worthy content to be taught in the formal
curriculum.
• It builds bridges of meaningfulness between home and school experiences as
well as between academic abstractions and lived sociocultural realities.
• It uses a wide variety of instructional strategies that are connected to
different learning styles.
• It teaches students to know and praise their own and each other's cultural
heritages.
• It incorporates multicultural information, resources and materials in all the
subjects and skills routinely taught in schools (Gay, 2000, p.29).
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Significance of the Study
This study is significant in at least three ways. First, it expands the knowledge
base about Cambodian American students, which is very limited. Secondly, it
contributes to the body of qualitative research addressing school inequity by accessing
student voices. And finally, it brings attention on a local level to an often invisible
group of students.
A first area of significance for this study is that it addresses the educational
experiences of a population of students that has received minimal attention from
researchers. A search of the educational literature indicates there has been little
research interrogating the difficulties that schools have had providing effective
educational experiences for Southeast Asian students in general and Cambodian
students in particular. In contrast, a large body of research exists that examines the
issues involving other underserved populations, such as African American (LadsonBillings, 1994; Gay, 1995,2000) and Latino/a students (Darder, Torres & Gutierrez,
1997; Delgado-Gaitan & Trueba, 1991; Garcia, 2001; Moll & Diaz, 1987; Nieto, 2000).
There are some possible explanations for the lack of attention Cambodian students have
received from researchers. One is their relatively brief history in the United States.
Some Cambodian families, mostly from the upper classes, immigrated to the United
States in 1975, when it became apparent that the communists were taking over the
country. However, most Cambodians, those from the poorer and peasant class, arrived
only twenty years ago, following the devastating holocaust during the Vietnam war. As
a result, there are few within the Cambodian American community who have been
prepared to undertake the kind of study that has produced research by African
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Americans and Latinos. And there have been few non-Cambodians who have focused
on this group.
Secondly, this group constitutes a much smaller population in most locations
than other ethnic groups. The result is that Cambodian students are often invisible to
many educators and researchers. When the Southeast Asian refugees arrived in the
United States in the 1980's, the government resettled them in specific locations.
Cambodian families were directed primarily to California, Massachusetts, Pennsylvania
and Washington state, all of which have relatively large populations. The 2000 census
reported only 3,740 Cambodians in the northeastern state that is the location of my
study (SEARC, 2000). However, as our nation has increasingly diverse schools, it is
essential that we do not neglect the needs of any group of students. I believe it is
important to bring attention to a group of students who deserve to have the opportunity
to become recognized and productive members of our society. I hope to contribute to
this scholarship.
A second area of significance of this study is its contribution to the body of
qualitative research studies examining school inequity. As far as I know, there are only
three studies (Sin, 1991; Wright, 1998; Koschmann, 1987) that access the voices of
Cambodian young people about their schooling. In one of the studies, conducted about
fifteen years ago (Sin, 1991), Bo Chum Sin, a Cambodian refugee herself, focused her
research study on the life histories of fifteen Cambodian refugee high school students in
four states. These high school students had arrived in the United States between 1975
and 1987 and so are an older generation than the ones in my study. She concluded that
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retaining the home culture (while also blending into the mainstream) created the best
predictor of academic success.
Koschmann's (1987) study on the resettlement process of Southeast Asian
refugee adolescents is particularly interesting because it was located in Athens. It gives
the perspectives of an earlier generation of young people (including Lao and
Vietnamese, as well as Cambodian) which resonates with the narratives in my study. It
makes apparent how the most significant issues encountered by the earlier generation
(language and adaptation) are not as pressing in the later group, with the exception of
one student. However, some issues continue to be relevant, such as the school climate,
the lack of adequate counseling and school support, and the ignorance of teachers
concerning Cambodian culture.
In a later study, Wright (1998) explores the experiences of Cambodian students
in the Long Beach Unified School District (LBUSD) with a focus on language. Long
Beach has the largest Cambodian population in the United States, estimated at 40,000,
more than half of whom are children. This is a very different community than the one
in my study. LBUSD has provided bilingual education in a variety of ways, which was
the focus of Wright's study. This study offers significant information, but it is primarily
an analysis of the implementation (or lack of implementation) of bilingual education. A
significant focus of my research is to determine the impact on the participants of
Cambodian cultural beliefs and values as they interacted with the educational system.
The voices of those most affected by educational reform are often not included
in the discourse of implementing change. Some researchers have focused on the needs
of Asian American students (Fu, 1995; Leung, 1998; Pang, 2001; Sin, 1991), but have
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included only limited student perspectives. Student voices can provide valuable insight
to those thinking about improving educational opportunities for marginalized students
(Nieto, 2004). I have accessed these voices by interviewing young people of
Cambodian heritage to hear what they have to say about their experiences as students in
U.S. schools. By speaking with students who have had successful as well as
unsuccessful experiences in school, I have focussed on the significant factors that may
contribute to academic success and failure for this population. Because differing
notions of success can influence how students (and teachers) engage with learning, I am
also interested in problematizing "success” and considering it from different
perspectives. This information will hopefully provide insight that will allow educators
to develop practices more appropriate for Cambodian students and allow school systems
to remove structural barriers that hinder their academic achievement.
While this study focuses on Cambodian American students, it potentially can
offer insights that can be applied to the educational experiences of other students who
are underserved and/or marginalized due to their linguistic, ethnic or other differences
from the dominant majority population. Many of the issues that were raised by the
young people I have heard echoed in conversations with other students from different
ethnic backgrounds and from different communities.
This study also has potential significance on the local level. In the community
that is the site of this study, there have been a variety of efforts to improve education for
African American and Latino students. One of these efforts. The Community, was
created by community members for the express purpose of advocating for African
American and Latino students by putting pressure on the School Board and creating
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mentoring programs to support academic achievement. One response from the School
Board was the establishment of the following goal for the 2002-2003 year:
As part of a long time effort, the Board will focus on enhancing Student
Achievement in accord with the District's Mission. The immediate objective is
to support all students with programs that eliminate race and class as a predictor
of performance. Assuming progress on that issue, the next objective is to stretch
the talents of all youngsters toward and even beyond mastery levels of
achievement (School Board Goals, 2002-2003).
As is often the case, the Southeast Asian students have remained invisible in
these efforts. Although the Board goal appeared to be inclusive, the focus of efforts to
meet the goal was directed, with good reason, toward African American students, who
have a long history of being underserved in the community's schools. However,
Cambodian American students encounter similar barriers to learning and also deserve
attention. With few people expressing concern for the Cambodian students, their low
achievement goes unnoticed. A notable exception to this occurred recently, when an
ESOL teacher from Athens had the opportunity to use her sabbatical year (2003) to
research the data pertaining to the Southeast Asian student population in the local
schools during the past 20 years. I was able to collaborate with her on this project and
hear her presentation to the School Board. Her analysis indicated that of those
Cambodian students who had reached graduation age, 44% had dropped out of school
before graduating. In addition, 50% were in Title 1 for remediation and another 22%
were classified as "learning disabled" (Franks, 2003). These data substantiated reports
from the students themselves during our interviews. One result of this study could be to
bring further community attention to another group that suffers from the practices of a
school system which privileges the children of the university and professional
communities, while marginalizing children of color and of low socioeconomic status.
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Limitations of the Study
This study has three major limitations. One is that it involves a limited number
of participants. Another is that it is limited to a specific geographical area, and a third is
that it is filtered through the biases, interests and perceptions of the researcher.
The participants in this study constitute a group of fourteen young people of
Cambodian descent. Some of these participants are former students of mine, which
could have influenced their responses to questions in unknown ways, but that may also
have provided a comfort level for their participation based on the trust between us. The
diversity of the group in terms of gender, birth place (Cambodia, the refugee camps, the
United States), and ethnicity increases the range of perspectives, but also introduces
more factors to consider when interpreting the results. Nevertheless, the results may
provide insight for educators who are interested in more effectively educating
Cambodian students by considering the findings on what supported and constrained the
students in this study. It may also suggest areas for future research.
The specific geographical area, that of a Northeastern U.S. college town with a
relatively small Cambodian population, is another factor that would limit generalization
of the results to other locations with different populations or influencing factors. Areas
that have larger Cambodian communities, such as Lowell, Massachusetts and Long
Beach, California, have schools with many more Cambodian students, which would
ft

make it less likely that these students would experience the invisibility that the students
in Athens experienced. Larger communities also have greater access to resources
lacking in Athens such as Buddhist temples and Cambodian community organizations,
which can provide support to students and families (Um, 1999).
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A third limitation relates to the ways my documentation, analysis and
interpretations of the students' experiences have been filtered through my own
perceptions. There is no such animal as an objective observer. As I have engaged in
my research, I have had frequent reminders of how my own life story has influenced
every aspect of the story I tell - from the topic selection to the conclusions I reach. As I
have conducted this research, I have done my best to be open and fair and not impose
my own views. I have also attempted to mitigate my own biases by sharing my
interpretations with colleagues, other educators, and Cambodian American adults.. The
interviews themselves have provided numerous opportunities for the participants to both
challenge and concur with my assumptions.
The Researcher in the Study
I grew up with a commitment to social justice, largely influenced by my Jewish
heritage, my activist parents and my attendance at a progressive elementary school. I
am a mother of three grown children, nurturing to my own children and to other
children who have become ‘mine.’ I have worked as a teacher for more than a quarter
of a century. Half of that time I was an ESOL teacher, drawn to work with second
language learners, to a large degree, by my love for the Southeast Asian students
entering my classroom. Teaching has always been a spiritual practice for me, as I have
attempted to connect to the essence of each student with whom I have worked.
As I became aware of the inequities in the educational system, I committed
myself to creating supportive and beneficial school experiences for all children, in
particular those from less privileged groups. I have been a strong advocate for students
who are in marginalized positions, particularly students of color and ESOL students
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within my classroom and school district. My involvement in a variety of school district
reform efforts provides me with a great deal of first hand knowledge, both from
teaching some of the participants and working in the system. It also has created in me
biases about what types of reform need to occur. As I listened to the students, I was
interested to find out whether their ideas are in agreement with mine. I had to be careful
not to 'put words in their mouths.'
I am, finally, a graduate student educated to critically view schools’ use of
power to maintain the oppression of traditionally subordinated populations. This
perspective will certainly influence my analysis and interpretations.
I have continued to learn as much about myself in this research process as I
have about my topic. For example, in the many conversations I have had with
Cambodians and about Cambodia, I have often found myself mentioning my own
(Russian-Jewish) immigrant grandparents and my personal sense of loss about not
having learned their language (Yiddish) and therefore not being able to communicate
with them. The religious persecution that forced my grandparents to come to the United
States; the rejection by my parents of their Jewish heritage as they sought assimilation;
the holocaust in Europe that killed six million of my people - all are echoed in the
stories of the Cambodian experience. In fact, a young Cambodian friend wrote her
senior thesis about the effects of the Cambodian holocaust on the survivors’ children,
comparing them to the Jewish holocaust survivors’ experiences (Ly, 2000). I clearly
have a bias toward the maintenance of the cultural traditions and language people have
brought with them to this new home. I believe that schools, as part of their
multicultural mission, are obligated to recognize and affirm (in this case) Cambodian
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values, beliefs and world views, enabling students to proudly maintain their cultural
identity while they are gaining the knowledge to function effectively within the
dominant culture.
Each of my multiple identities impacts my choices, my perspectives, and my
interpretations, sometimes in ways that are obvious to me and other times in ways I
miss because my responses seem so natural or normal or right. My role as a white,
middle class, native English-speaking woman attempting to share the voices and
perspectives of Cambodian young people clearly casts me as an outsider. However, my
history as a teacher working within this Cambodian community over many years
contributes to my understandings of their experiences in school. In addition to many
conversations with Cambodian friends and students, I have also studied extensively
about Khmer culture and history. Hopefully my knowledge of Cambodian culture will
help me to respectfully and appropriately present the findings.
A significant aspect of my research process relates to my connections with the
young people I interviewed. With the exception of three participants, I have worked
with the young people when they were my students or knew them as siblings of my
students. These relationships influenced the interviews in a number of ways. One
component of this influence derives from the trust that had already been built between
us that I believe led them to easily share with me their thoughts and feelings. Before
beginning the interviews, I spoke with another teacher who said 'They will never agree
to be interviewed. They are so private." But they were all willing and even eager to
spend time with me and discuss their school experiences.
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A second influence relates to my former participation in their school lives and
with their families. I remembered experiences they talked about and was able to probe
them to expand on stories that I already knew something about. I also know what the
schools that they attended were like, which helped me to interpret their responses. I
could be challenged as to my 'objectivity' in reporting incidents in which I participated
and I cannot make any claims that the reporting is 'objective.' However, I have
attempted to make use of our combined knowledge along with other data from the
school district's history to construct a story that accurately portrays the participants'
experiences.
A third factor that came into play involves my roles as teacher and advocate.
Within the framework of the interviews, there were many opportunities to give
information and suggestions that would push the participants' thinking about ideas they
hadn't considered before. I did not limit my role solely to that of an interviewer asking
questions and recording answers. My entire teaching life has been about facilitating
students' thinking to understand their experiences and put those experiences into a
broader context. This practice worked its way into the interviews and hopefully
enriched the thinking of the participants. As Concha Delgado-Gaitan so clearly
expressed, some might say
that the ethnographer's work entails only observing and describing. However,
another voice resounded even more loudly and defended the role of the
researcher as politically weighted. Such a position seemed to obligate the
researcher, me, to intervene when it might lead to favorable results for the
participants or even when it involves a question of the researcher's moral
conscience (Delgado-Gaitan, 1993, p.387).
Finally, an unexpected but welcome sidebar of the interviews was the
opportunity to become reconnected and involved in the lives of some of the participants.
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I offered my support to them for the various endeavors they were engaged in and some
of them took me up on my offer. I accompanied one young woman to register at the
local community college and helped her through the bureaucratic maze. I worked with
another to edit a paper for a course and have been working with a third on a regular
basis to complete assignments for her community college courses. I have gotten phone
calls to help with paper work after a car accident or to assist with filling out application
forms. It has been a gift to have these renewed connections and also a reminder of how
important it is for the young people to have the resource of someone who knows how to
navigate the 'systems.'
As I was listening to, recording and writing about the stories told by the
Cambodian young people, I realized how my own story is part of the fabric they have
woven. Some related stories of nurturing environments in elementary school that
celebrated their cultural heritage, and provided the support and help they needed. They
contrasted this with the impersonal environment at the high school where they received
little affirmation and support. I, too, was given the opportunity as a teacher to
experience a similarly disruptive transition. In my 25 years as an elementary classroom
and ESL teacher, I had a level of independence that allowed me to craft a program that
was responsive to the needs and strengths of my students. When I taught at Rainbow
School, I was surrounded by a community of teachers who shared my values and was
supported by a principal committed to multicultural education and equity.
In my final year of teaching, when I returned from a sabbatical year studying
multicultural education, I was unwillingly placed as an ESL teacher at Athens High
School. I found myself in a situation where I had limited power to provide the kind of
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education my ESL students needed. I spent a year overwhelmed by the frustration of
witnessing the marginalization and degradation of ESL students and students of color.
The culture of the high school left me feeling alienated and powerless. My attempts to
make a difference felt like grains of salt in an ocean. I, too, "dropped out" of a
dehumanizing experience. My decision to retire at that time was the only alternative I
could see to save myself from physical and emotional destruction.
Looking back on that year with all the stress it entailed, I realize the gift it was.
Without having experienced it, I would not have been able to fully understand the
participants' stories. One of them, Rei, was a student in my ESL class. As the only
recent Cambodian immigrant in the study, she did not have the time necessary to gain
the English fluency and skills required to pass her courses. She felt alienated and
hopeless and was ready to give up. I was able to support her emotionally and
academically so that she could graduate. It required support that was above and beyond
that provided by most teachers at the high school. Few of the young people reported
receiving this kind of support from their high school teachers.
Having worked at the high school, I understand how it was possible for so many
teachers to only "do their job." The culture of the high school is dominated by an
inertia that resists change. There has been little support for teachers to break from the
mold that has been in place for so long. The pressure on them to teach to the
standardized tests forces them to "cover the material", regardless of whether the
students are learning it. Many teachers feel as alienated and powerless as the students
do. The educational climate in the United States has transmitted the pressures from
secondary education down to elementary education, and even Rainbow School has
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reecently reneged on its commitment to equity and multicultural education by shifting
its focus from culturally responsive education to test preparation. The nurturing and
support participants reported receiving is being eroded, as teachers of younger students
feel the pressure to raise test scores.
While caring teachers make a difference in the school lives of young people,
they are not sufficient. Reform must be implemented on national, state and community
levels, reform that puts the voices of young people at the heart of the discussion.
Conclusion
In this chapter I have outlined the problem this study addresses, focusing on the
lack of success schools have had in effectively educating Cambodian students. Included
is a discussion of the study's limitations and my own role as a researcher. The next two
chapters present a review of the literature relating to Cambodian American history and
culture, as well as the literature on multicultural education, critical race theory and
culturally relevant pedagogy, all of which will provide the foundation for my
perspectives in analyzing the data. Chapter 4 describes an overview of the methodology
used when conducting the research. Chapter 5 contains profiles of one group of
participants and Chapters 6 and 7 present the data analysis relating to the influences of
family and culture. Chapters 8 and 9 include data analysis relating to students' school
experiences. The final chapter will discuss implications, recommendations, and
suggestions for further research.
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CHAPTER 2
CAMBODIAN HISTORY, CULTURE AND EDUCATION
This study was informed by four areas of literature that together provide a
framework for investigating the questions presented in Chapter 1. These areas are: 1)
Cambodian history and culture, 2) critical multicultural education, 3) critical race theory,
and 4) culturally relevant pedagogy. My philosophical approach is anchored in critical
multicultural education, which will provide a lens to view and analyze the school
experiences of the participants in my study. Culturally relevant pedagogy is one element
of multicultural education that has particular significance for considering how those
experiences could be more successful. Critical Race Theory provides a complementary
framework for analyzing the data. The literature discussing these theoretical approaches
will be reviewed in Chapter 3.
In this chapter, I am focusing on the literature related to Cambodian history and
culture that provides an understanding of who the students are and the challenges they
and their families have faced. I first briefly review the literature that describes
Cambodian life prior to, during and after the genocide perpetrated by the Khmer Rouge.
In order to contextualize the world into which the Cambodian refugees arrived, I next
review literature that addresses the historical experiences of Asian Americans in the
United States. I then present studies of the refugee experience as Cambodians resettled in
the United States. I also review studies that describe how Cambodian culture clashes
with the cultural norms encountered in the United States. Additionally, I examine
ethnographies that relate the struggles of Cambodian young people navigating U.S.
educational expectations.
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Cambodian History and Culture
To keep you is no benefit
To destroy you is no loss

Khmer Rouge slogan
To put the experiences of the Cambodian young people in this study into
context, it is essential to understand the complex set of factors that have influenced
and continue to affect them and their families. It was clear to me from reading the
literature that one could not discuss any facet of Cambodian life in America without
grounding the conversation in knowledge of the historical events preceding the arrival
of the refugees to U.S. shores, as well as the cultural traditions they carried with them.

Cambodia is a landlocked country in Southeast Asia bordered by Thailand,
Laos and Vietnam. Little can be verified about early life in Cambodia, but by the
beginning of the Christian era, it is thought that people were speaking a form of
Khmer, the present day language in Cambodia. The influence of India and Hinduism
was felt in many areas, including art, religion and royal culture. This influence
resulted in the adoption of a writing system, Sanskrit, Buddhism, universal kingship
and royal social hierarchies (Booxbaum, 1995). For hundreds of years, the
Cambodians were ruled by a succession of kings who were considered to have a
divine status. The tradition of a royal hierarchy extended to other levels of society and
is represented to the present by the importance of status levels with their
accompanying rules of respect and designated language forms.
The Angkorean period, between 802 and 1431 was a time of great prosperity
as well as conquest, growth and complex civilization. This is the time when the
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magnificent temples were built and Cambodia extended its borders to include parts of
Thailand, Vietnam and Laos. Conflict with neighboring countries brought about
changes, ending this period. After the fall of Angkor, the Cambodian economy moved
from an agricultural base to maritime trade, making it competitive with other
Southeast Asian countries.
The modem period of Cambodia began when the Cambodian king made an
alliance with France in 1863 for protection from incursion by neighboring countries.
The French, seeing an opportunity to benefit by establishing rubber plantations and
exporting rice, colonized Cambodia. This colonization was to last until 1953 and had
a strong influence on the country, which continued after the French departure. When
Sihanouk, who had been the titular king since 1941, took control following
independence “he terrorized all who threatened his position” (Booxbaum, 1995, p.8)
angering many, particularly the communists, who fled to Vietnam.
In 1969 and 1970 U.S. President Richard Nixon, without congressional
approval, ordered the ‘secret’ and illegal bombing of Cambodia during the Vietnam
War to eradicate the supply routes the Viet Cong were using through Cambodia (Hein,
1995). In 1970, General Lon Noi took power in a coup “widely believed to have been
sponsored by the CIA who wanted a pro-American government in Phnom Penh”
(Hein, 1995; p.22). The United States continued dropping bombs on Cambodia for
three more years, causing death, destruction and displacement of thousands of people.
This paved the way for the emergence of Pol Pot (the communist son of a low level
government worker) and the Khmer Rouge, a communist guerilla group, to become
the controlling force in the now Democratic Kampuchea. Already devastated by the
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100,000 bombs the United States had dropped on their country, the peasants were an
easy target for the Khmer Rouge, who advocated for the elimination of anything
tainted by Western influence. The ‘elite’ of the country, the wealthy and/or educated
Khmer, who were trained in passing on Cambodian tradition and knowledge, were
executed, as were their families. Those murdered included the intellectuals, teachers,
artists, dancers, writers, doctors, politicians and monks (Booxbaum, 1995).
Cambodian society was reconstructed during the reign of the Khmer Rouge
between 1975-1979. The cities were emptied and the entire population was converted
to agricultural laborers organized into communes made up of work units with
theoretically communally distributed resources (Ebihara, et.al, 1994) The majority of
Cambodians had always been rice growers and fishermen, but in this new system, the
products of their labor were taken from them and many died from starvation. The new
system of work teams also disrupted the family unit, the core of Cambodian culture.
"Parents, who traditionally were accorded a place second only to Buddha within the
Khmer cultural universe, were made subordinate to the state" (Um, 1999, p. 265).
Children were taken from their families and were indoctrinated to report family
members who voiced opposition to the Khmer Rouge. Anyone suspected of offenses
by the Khmer Rouge was executed. A refugee woman in her thirties related her
experiences:
Little rice. I was hungry every minute. The work groups were by age and sex.
Most of the time, when you were sick, you work anyway until you fell down
and they carry you away. People sick a lot, die a lot Buiy under the ground
and go back to work. Sometimes they didn’t tell parents until later (interview
in Booxbaum, 1995, p. 15).
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In her autobiographical account of life under the Khmer Rouge, Teeda Butt
Mam recounted the horrors she and her family experienced.
No matter how hard we worked, we never received any praise for
our efforts. Rewards and respite were nonexistent. Lack of
punishment was the most we could hope for. There seemed no
way for a new village to win favor, no way to negotiate the system,
only punishment for any infraction no matter how minor. Fear for my
life was so constant that I had to force myself to block it from my
mind. More and more I felt I would welcome death (Criddle and
Mam, 1987, p. 95).
Theraveda Buddhism, which had been the state religion and the center of the
cultural, literary, social and spiritual traditions of Cambodian life, was suppressed
(Um, 1999). The traditional practice of boys joining the village temple to be educated
and guided by the monks was destroyed, as were the temples and the monks. It is
estimated that the Khmer Rouge were responsible for between one and a half and three
million deaths out of a population of seven million (Ebihara, et.al., 1994). Almost all
families lost members during this period. Discussing the negative effects of this
period on the refugee families, Um (1999) believes that "the undermining of critical
institutions such as the family and religion divests the diasporic community of the
structural cohesion and support necessary for facilitating resettlement" (p. 267).
In 1978, the Vietnamese invaded Cambodia, capturing Phnom Penh, the capital
city, in 1979, and causing the retreat of the Khmer Rouge to guerilla bases along the
Thai-Cambodian border (Ebihara, et.al, 1994). With the departure of the Khmer
Rouge, people wandered around searching for their family members. In the chaotic
conditions, no crops were planted and there was massive starvation. Six hundred
thousand Cambodians fled to the refugee camps on the Thai border, hoping to escape
starvation and the continued fighting. They had to walk over mountains and through
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jungles and minefields with little to eat or drink. Many did not make it. As people
waited in the United Nations sponsored refugee camps for the possibility of
resettlement, they experienced additional trauma of rape, robbery and extortion
(Smith-Hefner, 1999). Education was minimal. After months or years of waiting,
some obtained sponsorship from abroad and were able to resettle in a third country,
one being the United States. The trauma experienced by the refugees during this
holocaust was part of what they brought with them when they arrived on U.S. shores.
In the years since the exodus, Cambodia has entered a long period of recovery.
Surviving families have been reunited, cities and villages rebuilt and Buddhism
revived. However, ongoing civil war has hampered progress; many people have
remained in refugee camps or otherwise displaced; corruption is rampant. There are
many obstacles to a comfortable life in Cambodia that discourage the immigrants from
returning, although many cling to a hope that they will be able to do so when things
improve.
The people who experienced the horror of war and genocide; the deprivation of
food; loss of control over their lives and the end of life as they had known it; the people
who lost family members, who were raped or tortured or murdered; the people who
survived the torturous escape from Cambodia and the years of struggle in the refugee
camps; the people who lived in fear for their lives and those of their loved ones; these
people are the parents and grandparents, aunts and uncles of the young people in my
study.
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A History of Asian Americans
To put the experiences of the Cambodian Americans into context, it is
necessary to consider the historical journey of Asian Americans in the United States.
In their extended presence in the United States, people of Asian descent have been
subjected to discrimination, racism, marginalization and stereotyping (as both a
"model minority" and as ignorant foreigners), all of which were extended to the
Cambodian refugees upon their arrival.

Historical Background
Both Ronald Takaki (1998) and Helen Zia (2000) have written comprehensive
histories, including their own personal experiences, that document the Asian American
journey in the United States from the importation of the Chinese as laborers in the
1800's to the present. The stories they tell describe exploitation, abuse,
discrimination, oppression and racism directed at Asian Americans, as well as the
courageous struggles these diverse peoples have engaged in as they battle for equality.
The Naturalization Law of 1790 set the stage for the conditions of life the
Asian immigrants entered. This act specified that naturalized citizenship was to be
reserved for 'Whites' and it remained in effect until 1952. Under this law, Asian
immigrants (and other excluded groups) were not only deprived of the right to vote or
run for office, but also could not own land or participate in any of the other privileges
of citizenship.
The Chinese first came to the United States in the mid-1800's either as contract
laborers to work on the Hawaiian sugar plantations or as free men who were enticed to
California by the Gold Rush (Takaki, 1998). On the mainland, the discrimination and
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killings they endured drove them out of the mines and into exploitive laboring for the
railroad builders. Those who survived were then subjected to the abuses that
emanated from the 'Yellow Peril' movement of the 1870's, including lynchings,
murder, burning of their homes and businesses and even loading people on boats and
shipping them out to sea (Zia, 2000). The hysteria was inflamed by those seeking to
distract white workers from focusing on the spreading unemployment and economic
depression by scapegoating the Chinese. The anti-Chinese fervor led Congress to pass
the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882, prohibiting not only immigration but also access
to citizenship, a prohibition that would have continuing effects on the future
possibilities of Chinese to engage in the political process (Zia, 2000). However, it was
also a beginning of Chinese civil rights organizations and struggles.
Economic problems in Japan motivated Japanese laborers to emigrate to the
United States at the end of the 19th century (Takaki, 1998). American employers were
eager to import Asian laborers to do the work that Whites didn’t want to do. By hiring
laborers from different ethnic groups, the employers were able to divide the workers
and avoid the unity that would allow workers to strike for better conditions. The
Japanese were initially welcomed by American employers, but as their numbers grew,
they too became the object of racial hatred and discrimination. In 1924, Congress
passed the National Origins Act barring anyone who was 'forbidden to be a U.S.
citizen' from immigrating (Takaki, p.31). This Act prevented immigration from
Japan, China, Korea and India. The Asian immigrants and citizens who lived in the
United States continued to be subjected to discrimination in housing, education,
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employment, and participation in civic life. Anti-Asian violence and harassment was
a fact of life in a society with a history of structural inequality based on race.
With the bombing of Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, Japan was identified
as an enemy of the United States. All Japanese Americans became suspect as enemy
sympathizers and, in fact, all Asians were treated with distrust. People of Japanese
descent, even those who had been born in the United States and were citizens, were
rounded up and put into interment camps, where they had to sit out the War under the
most punishing conditions. Despite the fact that many Japanese men joined the
military to fight for the United States, it wasn't until 1988 that Congress finally
responded to the demands of the Japanese survivors and issued an apology with
reparations of $20,000 to each survivor (Takaki, 1993).
However, that was not an end to the racism toward Asian Americans. Zia
(2000) describes in detail a number of the most egregious hate crimes of the twentieth
century. Of particular significance was the 1982 murder of Vincent Chen in Detroit.
The auto industry centered in Detroit was in crisis, resulting in the loss of jobs for the
autoworkers. The auto manufacturers put blame on the Japanese for creating the
unemployment, claiming people were buying Japanese cars instead of American cars.
Vincent Chen, a third generation Chinese, was brutally attacked and murdered by two
white auto workers who called him a 'Jap' and blamed him for the loss of their jobs.
The killers received only a three year probation and a fine, which angered the Asian
communities and provided the impetus for creating proactive civil rights
organizations.
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Another arena of conflict highlighted by Zia (2000) and Takaki (1998) centers
on Korean American shop owners in African American communities. The poor
economic conditions of the 1980's disproportionately impacted African American
communities. Their anger and frustration were often directed toward the Korean
grocers, who they felt were making their living at the expense of the Black
community. In 1988, these feelings came to a head in the Bedford-Stuyvesant section
of Brooklyn. An incident that involved a scuffle between two Black women and the
Korean American proprietors of a grocery triggered the simmering feelings of anger.
The Black leaders organized boycotts of the Korean-owned businesses and violence
ensued. Eventually, there was resolution of the immediate situation, but many African
Americans continue to hold animosity toward Asian immigrants who move up the
economic ladder while they are held back on the lowest rungs by the U.S. legacy of
racism and discrimination.
In addition to the blatant hostility and discrimination, Asian Americans have
also been subjected to widespread stereotyping and media images that portray them as
'sneaky', obsequious, violent or comical (Zia, 2000).
The Model Minority
A contrasting image, but one that is equally destructive, is that of the "model
minority". The notion that Asian Americans are a model minority is a myth that has
potentially dangerous consequences. The term was originally coined in 1966 in a New
York Times Magazine article by demographer-sociologist William Petersen. He used
the term in two contexts. One was to praise the superior performance of Japanese
Americans. The second was to suggest that other 'minorities' should emulate the
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Japanese, rather than be supported by social welfare programs (Chang, 2000). That
same year, in an article in U.S. News and World Report, the theme was again repeated
to describe the hardworking Chinese {U.S. News and World Report, 1966).
The dangers inherent in this myth are substantial. On the one hand, Asian
American students who are assumed to be 'successful' will not be recognized as
needing help in school. While in general some Asian groups (primarily Japanese and
Chinese) have tended to achieve exceptionally well in schools, others (especially
Cambodian and Laotian) have struggled academically. Additionally, educators, as
well as the rest of society, who accept the model minority myth are prone to deny the
discrimination that Asian Americans experience and unlikely to provide the resources
necessary to help them. One study reported that Asian American students in
educational institutions often face challenges related to racial harassment, the need for
bilingual/bicultural support services and stereotypes in the curriculum (Kiang, 2000).
With the absence of Asian American educators in most schools, Asian students receive
little adult support, even when they attempt to address the issues.
On the other side of the coin, retaining this myth allows the dominant White
group to blame the 'other minorities' who do not achieve success. "If the Asians can
do it, then what's wrong with the Blacks?" One devastating consequence of this
manipulation is that Blacks and Asians have been pitted against each other instead of
joining together to resist their shared oppression.
S.J. Lee (1996) precisely summarizes the dangers of the model minority
stereotype:
The model minority stereotype is dangerous because it tells Asian Americans
and other minorities how to behave. The stereotype is dangerous because it is
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used against other minority groups to silence claims of inequality [as well as]
the experiences of Asian Americans who can/do not achieve model minority
success. And finally, the stereotype is dangerous because some Asian
Americans may use the stereotype to judge their self-worth; and when this
happens, we/they may - just lose (our) identity - lose being (our) selves
(p.125).
Cambodian Invisibility
One of the aspects of doing research on Cambodian students that has
continuously struck me is how invisible this population tends to be in so much of the
literature. In Ronald Takaki's (1998) extensive history of Asian Americans, Strangers
from a Different Shore, he devotes only 23 pages out of 500 to Southeast Asian

American history, and only three pages to Cambodian Americans. Helen Zia’s (2000)
book, Asian American Dreams, provides another documentation of the history of
Asian Americans in the United States, with detailed sections that describe the
discrimination and struggles for equality of numerous Asian American groups. In her
book, too, Cambodians are only mentioned peripherally, and there is not a separate
section devoted to their experiences. Cambodian Americans certainly make up a small
minority of the U.S. population, which probably contributes to their omission from the
literature. There are only 206,000 Cambodian Americans and most are located in
two geographical areas in Massachusetts and California Even the recent census,
which has expanded its choices for identifying, reflects this invisibility by listing
Asian groups as: Chinese, Japanese, Korean, Asian Indians, Vietnamese, Filipino and
other (U.S. Census, 2002).
There are a variety of consequences that derive from the invisibility of
Cambodians. For example, in Reaching the Top, a report by the College Boards
National Task Force on Minority High Achievement, there were calls for support for
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African American, Latino(a) and Native American students, but Asian American
students were deemed to not be in need of help. As happens so often, the College
Board committee had not disaggregated their data pertaining to Asian American
students (Pang, Kiang, Pak, 2004). This example is only one among many that
disadvantage Cambodian Americans.
Cambodians in the United States
To understand the family and cultural influences the young people in my study
bring to their school experience, I review the literature depicting the refugee
experience and Cambodian culture in the United States. I then examine the literature
relating to Cambodian students in U.S. schools.
The Refugee Experience
Between 1975 and 1985, the number of Cambodian refugees who resettled in
the United States has been estimated to be from 128,800 (Haines, 1989) to 152,000
(Smith-Hefner, 1999). Refugees from Southeast Asia arrived in what the literature
describes as three ‘waves’ (Ebihara, 1985). The first wave arrived in 1975, the year
Phnom Penh fell to the communists and included only 4,600 Cambodians who were
urban, well-educated and upper-class. The second wave, in late 1978, consisted of
10,000 more Cambodians who were shopkeepers and small business people. The final
wave of 60,000 people who arrived beginning in 1980 were predominantly uneducated
farmers (Smith-Hefner, 1999). Most of the refugees who live in the town of my study
are from this group. In order to come to the United States, the refugees required
sponsorship. These sponsors were often church groups. Sometimes, people were
sponsored by relatives who had previously resettled here.
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Beginning in 1975, the U.S. government stipulated that no more than 3,000
refugees were to be resettled in any one place in order to prevent an excessive burden
on the social services of particular states. But because the Cambodians tended to go
where other Cambodian relatives and friends had settled, there are communities of
various sizes clustered throughout the United States. Even when people had been
resettled in states with few Cambodian refugees, there were second migrations to more
populous communities. One of these smaller communities is the site of my study.
The Refugee Act of 1980 provided financial aid for social service and medical support
for the refugees (Hein, 1995). A congressional report showed 100% of Cambodians in
the United States were initially on public assistance (Le, 1993).
The Cambodian refugees faced many challenges in adapting to their new lives in
America. The horrific experiences they endured through the war; their escape from
Cambodia; and the time in the refugee camps left many with recurring nightmares and
other symptoms of post traumatic stress. In a study in which the teenage children of the
survivors were interviewed, Heang Ly compared the effects on the children to similar
effects on the Jewish children of Holocaust survivors (Ly, 2000). The Center for
Language Minority Education and Research reported that in 1989 over half the youth in
Long Beach, California suffered from post traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and two
thirds were diagnosed as clinically depressed.
The refugees newly arrived to America were often in poor health due to the
lack of food and medical attention in their years of turmoil. There were also the
challenges, experienced by many immigrants, of a new language, a new country and
climate, and the strange characteristics of American culture. The cultural clashes will
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be more fully discussed in the next section. In addition, the majority of Cambodian
refugees had worked as farmers and were not prepared for the work opportunities
available in the cities where most settled. Both because of the limited education
provided to the masses in Cambodia and the disruption of what education there was
due to the Khmer Rouge, most arrived with minimal or no education. Rumbaut (1989)
reported adult refugees averaged only five years of education and only nine percent
had completed high school. According to the 1990 Census, only one of forty
Cambodians had an undergraduate degree, compared to one out of four Filipino
immigrants and one out of eleven Vietnamese.
Another challenge of resettlement pointed out by Um (1999) is the
marginalization that the new residents of America experience. In Cambodia, they
were part of the majority-identified group, but as immigrants they must deal with "the
effects of being reduced to minority status in the highly racialized American society"
(p.268). All of these factors contributed to difficulties in adjusting to a new life in the
United States.

Cambodian Culture in the United States
To be Khmer is to be Buddhist
(Khmae preah putesasna)

For the most part, ethnographic studies of Cambodian refugees reported in the
available literature were conducted more than ten years ago (Smith-Hefner, 1999;
Boombox, 1995; Sin, 1991;Welaratna, 1993; Koschmann, 1987). The reported
interviews were with people who had escaped from Cambodia, either as adults or
children, and their perspectives reflected their differing generations. Their
experiences are significant for the study I have conducted, because these refugees are
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now the parents and grandparents and older siblings of the young people in my study.
One thing that has struck me strongly in the reading I have done and the conversations
I have had with Cambodians of different ages is how different the perspectives are for
each of the three generations in relation to traditional Cambodian culture and the ways
in which younger Cambodian Americans are constructing a new hybrid culture.
"If the essence of U.S. culture is individualism and competition, the essence of
Eastern culture is collectivism and harmony” stated one researcher (Harry, 1992).
One needs to understand Cambodian culture to appreciate this contrast. Theraveda
Buddhism is at the core of the Cambodian worldview and strongly influences the
attitudes and beliefs of the Cambodian immigrants and their children.
The most central of these [beliefs] is the concept of Karma {karri), the notion
that one’s actions in previous lives and the resulting store of merit {bon) that
one has accumulated determine one’s current life situation. [This belief relates
to the] doctrine of reincarnation {kaoet mauk venh), the idea that every
individual is caught up in a cycle or rebirths (Smith-Hefner, 1999;p.34).
People accrue merit or demerit by their good acts or bad acts. Merit is achieved by
following Buddhist practices, supporting the temple and exhibiting the characteristics
of compassion, charity and mercy while avoiding greed, anger and delusion (SmithHefner, 1999). If people are successful in their present life, it is because they
accumulated sufficient merit in their previous life and if one is suffering, it is due to
past misdeeds. Individuals have the power to decide which path they will follow as
they seek merit or not.
Additionally, there are beliefs in spirits, ghosts and fate as explanatory factors
to life’s struggles. The monks and other spiritual practitioners can help to mediate the
various physical, emotional and interpersonal difficulties people experience. Smith-
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Hefner (1999) points out that there is a degree of tension between the Buddhist
doctrine of individual autonomy and the ‘embedded’ morality of community life
(maintaining face, status and family reputation).
“To be Cambodian is to ‘own’ Cambodian culture: Buddhism, Khmer
language, Khmer arts and the ability to pass this culture [of proper
Cambodian behavior, customs and heritage] to one’s own children” (Mortland, 1994,
p.5). Parents take this responsibility seriously and fear their children will lose the
culture as they become more Americanized. When Khmer are asked about their
religious affiliation, Smith-Hefner states that they consistently respond "to be Khmer
is to be Buddhist" (1999, p.32).
Traditionally, the Buddhist temple was the center of community life and
Buddhism provided guidelines by which to live one’s life. However, during their
regime, Pol Pot and the Khmer Rouge almost destroyed Cambodian Buddhism, killing
the monks, desecrating the temples, and banning the traditional rituals and practices.
Although this attack on Buddhism negatively affected the refugee families, according
to Smith-Hefner (1999) 90 percent of Cambodians in her Massachusetts study
identified as Buddhist. Christianity was introduced to the Cambodians by
missionaries in the refugee camps and subsequently churches sponsored many
refugees to come to the United States. Once they had arrived, it was often church
groups who helped them with resettlement. Consequently, some Cambodians describe
themselves as Christian, but it appears that this is more a demonstration of
appreciation to their sponsors than an actual conversion. Smith-Hefner (1999) noted
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that her informants believed "It would have appeared ungrateful and disrespectful not
to have participated in their sponsors' religious services" (p24).
In addition to religion, one of the important aspects of Cambodian culture that
parents are obligated to pass on to their children is Khmer language. This is a major
challenge for families when children are immersed in English outside of the home.
Chan (2003) in reporting on a study he conducted, cited a conversation with a
Cambodian community leader, Him Chhim, who said that for the first few years the
child only speaks Khmer because the mother speaks Khmer. But when the child starts
kindergarten, she
learns English very fast in school. Forgets Khmer. All of a sudden,
mother and child do not communicate. There's a complete barrier.
That's when the problem starts. Mother doesn't know what's happening
with child's education. How can mothers help with kids' homework?
Before long there's a complete communication barrier between parents
and children (p.59).
In a conclusion from his research study, Wright (1999) remarked that "Language loss
is a source of great pain and shame in the Cambodian family and community because
Cambodians believe there a strong connection between Khmer language and identity"
(p.289). Garcia (2001) reported that "in a nationwide survey of families, researchers
found evidence of serious disruptions of family relations occurring when young
children learn English in school and lose the use of the home language" (p.17).
Cambodian beliefs are reflected in the values of cooperation, filial piety,
loyalty, obligation and rules of propriety “which operate within a system of prescribed
roles and relationships [emphasizing] subordination and interdependence” (Harry,
1992). Responsibility and obligation to family are primary and include not only
present members, but the ancestors as well, who must be honored with regular
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remembrances. “Saving face” is an important concept for maintaining family
cohesiveness and the children learn that their actions reflect on the family in positive
or negative ways. Promoting oneself above the group or being boastful about one’s
accomplishments are considered unharmonious behavior and therefore unacceptable
(Smith-Hefner, 1999). All of these views contrast dramatically with Western
worldviews and contribute to the dissonance Cambodians can experience in the
American culture.
Child-rearing
Cultural beliefs influence child-rearing practices and consequently attitudes
toward education and the role of the schools. From her many interviews with
survivors of the Cambodian holocaust, Smith-Hefner (1999) gained insight into beliefs
that govern family attitudes. Because parents believe that children have a pre¬
determined destiny, they are likely to observe their children to find out what this
destiny is, rather than push them into particular roles. They are less likely to intervene
in the manner that Western middle class parents do. When participants in SmithHefner’s study were asked what they would like their children to accomplish in
school, they made responses such as:
(Female age 29)"I would like Buen [age twelve] to study a lot if he can do it.
It depends on his goal. I don’t know his future.”
(Male, age 32)"I don’t know if he [age 10] can do it. I have to watch
and see the direction he takes." (p. 146)
Parents also do not praise their children, only correcting them if are behaving
improperly.

In her interviews with Cambodian adults, Smith-Hefner (1999) reported

that parents expressed the belief that it is not appropriate to openly express affection
toward older children. One mother explained

49

It is bad to tell your child you love him. We have to keep it to
ourselves. We have to make the distinction between loving children
and telling them we love them. The way we love them is not to show
them. [If we show them], we will spoil them. If they know I love them
so much, the won’t listen to me (p. 90).
The Cambodian parenting style contrasts dramatically with that of many American
parents and can cause confusion for their children who are exposed to the families of
their American peers. Um (1999) suggests that
Whereas parents tend to attribute the lack of communication and
expressiveness to culture or survival demands in a new environment,
Cambodian youths often interpret it as family dysfunctionalism and lack of
parental care and concern (p.274).
However, what other people think of their children is an important factor in the
critical element of Khmer culture that prescribes recognizing and maintaining face in
the community. Smith-Hefner (1999) states that
Face (muk mot) and reputation are major preoccupations for Khmer. Khmer
parents emphasize that a child who acts or speaks disrespectfully reflects badly
on the entire family (p.86).. . This sensitivity to community evaluations
makes Khmer parents strive to produce well-behaved children and constrains
Khmer children to conform to community standards (p. 88).
Children are expected to behave respectfully to adults (especially teachers)
and not to commit the offenses of lying or boasting, but uphold the family’s reputation
at all times. In Cambodia, community opprobrium and occasional physical
punishment were sufficient to control adolescent behavior. In the United States,
where the community is dispersed and physical abuse is against the law, Cambodian
parents fear losing control of their children and don’t understand why police side with
the children when the parents are trying to keep them from doing wrong (SmithHefner, 1999). They stress respect and obedience to elders, a value which they
perceive as distinguishing Cambodian children from American children.
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In pre-war Cambodia, education was limited in the rural areas and available
mostly in the cities. The boys were traditionally sent to the temples to be educated,
where the monks were strict disciplinarians and moral mentors. Girls usually stayed
home to help their mother and prepare to marry and raise their own children. Parents
were afraid that if their daughters attended school and learned to write, they could
send letters to their boyfriends and disgrace the family. Cambodian parents believe
that school should reinforce the moral training students receive at home and are
concerned that American schools do not do this.
Teachers are considered to be the second mother or father, deserving respect
and obedience (Smith-Hefner,1999). As Smith-Hefner reports, "Most parents feel that
in turning their children over to the school, they have done their part. The rest is up to
the teacher and the student" (1999, p.125). The attitude with which Cambodian
parents were raised is aptly stated by a man whom Smith-Hefner interviewed: "I
remember when my parents took me to the monk teacher and they said, ’I need back
only the eyes and the bones, and everything else you can have - take it'" (1999,
p.131). The contrasting views of Cambodian parents to U.S. educational expectations
can present a confusing situation. Because parents lack the knowledge to guide their
children's educational progress, Cooper, et al. (1991), in a study examining
socialization values, reported that Asian American students were much more likely to
view their siblings and peers as major sources of advice and information than their
parents.
When national schools developed in Cambodia, they usually lacked supplies
and had large classes. The children were expected to listen, pay attention and learn by
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memorization. They rarely asked questions, responding as a group in unison. The
teachers never praised the children, but only corrected errors. Similar to the parental
attitudes, they believed “If you praise children, they won’t respect you” (SmithHefner, 1999, p.131). These practices are in sharp contrast to American schools, with
their emphasis on answering questions, critical thinking, creativity, individuality and
praise for positive performance.
The gender expectations differ in ways reminiscent of U.S. culture of previous
generations. Rules for girls’ behavior that will accrue merit for them traditionally
include talking softly, walking quietly, keeping eyes downcast, sitting with their legs
to one side, exhibiting shyness and having a companion at all times. Dependency and
emotional restraint are often encouraged. Girls have been taught to mute sexual
desires and at the same time are considered responsible for any sexual misconduct that
occurs.
Boys on the other hand are traditionally considered strong and rational. They
are more often encouraged to develop autonomy and independence. They are
expected to concentrate on their studies and prepare for work so they can eventually
support their family. If they become monks, they will earn much merit for their
parents, something most boys in Cambodia did, if only for a short period of time.
However, in the United States, the role of the monks and the temple has changed. It is
no longer possible to send boys to the monks to be straightened up when they’re going
astray (Smith-Hefner, 1999).
In America, gender roles are in flux as Cambodian women who enter school
and the workforce for socioeconomic necessity are finding they have expanded
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opportunities at the same time that men are losing their traditional roles and status.
Kiang (2002) mentioned that Seng, a Cambodian man in his study reported that
"Women change faster than men. .. Women want to change because they want the
equality, they want the freedom.. .Right now in the Cambodian community, girls
seem to be more succeed than men" (p. 237).
Education is highly valued in Cambodian culture with Buddha considered to be
the greatest teacher of all (Canniff, 2001). Educated people are greatly respected as
they are considered to have achieved great merit in their past life. But the Cambodian
families were not accustomed to the extended compulsory system of education for
both genders available in the United States. In Cambodia, education had been a
privilege, not a right. The different perspectives can create confusion between school
personnel and Cambodian parents.
Success
A study that focused on the Cambodian concept of 'success* was conducted by
Julie Canniff (1999) over a seven year period involving three Cambodian families .
The objective of her research was
to understand what ‘being successful’ means for Cambodian refugee families
in a small east coast city and how they connect meanings of success to their
Buddhist and Cambodian traditions, the family and other social institutions
(Canniff, 1999, p.7).
The eighteen participants included three generations (teenagers, their parents and
grandparents). As they were described by Canniff, it was clear that they were
different as individuals depending on various factors in their lives. But there were also
themes that were pervasive in her data concerning how success was represented to
them.
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One theme related to their goals - to successfully maneuver the three stages of
life (education, working and having a family, and doing charitable work) by going as
far as they can with education; finding a good career; making enough money to be
secure (but not rich); and becoming independent individuals. These goals were also
reflected in the words of the young people I interviewed.
The second theme related to success at meeting personal, family and religious
expectations.
Being successful in meeting Buddhist expectations is inspired both by a desire
to be helpful to others which brings them good merit that ensures a good next
life. At the same time, meeting the expectations of teachers to achieve in
school or of the family to be respectful and obedient, confers a high status to
the individual and by reflection, to the family. The families who are
considered ‘high praise’ in the Cambodian community receive their status
more from a perception that they are in balance with one another - they are not
too strict nor too loose with their children, and they are generous and
compassionate to others (Canniff, p. 284).
The third theme reveals their perceptions of success through naming as their
role models members of their family and community people who are considered
especially kind and open-hearted. And the final theme is what Canniff calls bicultural
success. She concludes that those who will be most successful will be those who
sustain their identity in both cultures.
Canniff emphasizes that those who have labeled the Cambodians as
unsuccessful using middle class criteria are missing the ways in which Cambodians
themselves define success. Canniff (2001), discusses the importance in Cambodian
culture of following the "middle path," which supports the belief that "when a path
becomes too difficult or stressful, it must be the wrong path" (p.70). Smith-Hefner

54

(1999) also reported a conversation with a Cambodian adult about the importance of
taking the "middle road"
As one parent explained, taking the middle road means not aiming too high or
too low, but maintaining the present balance, doing the average amount.
Taking the middle road means not demanding too much of a child, nor
expecting more than the child can deliver - and always protecting one's own
face in the process.
Related to this perspective, Welaratna (1993) points out another significant
consideration when viewing success from a Cambodian perspective.
The emphasis the Khmer place on emotional fulfillment rather than
commitment to a career is seen [by some] as another reason for their lack of
success. For the Khmer to have commitment, one must find emotional
fulfillment; financial fulfillment alone does not suffice (p.274).

Identity Construction
The term "Asian American" was originally created in the 1970's by Asian
Americans themselves. At that time, the emphasis was on the word "American", as
they attempted to solidify their status as rightful members of U.S. society who were of
Asian ancestry (Lott, 1998). The term also provided an acknowledgement of their
politically subordinate positioning in American society and gave impetus to a
unification of the different ethnic groups to fight for political power and equality.
The term "Asian," whether it refers to geographical origin, physical
characteristics or cultural practices, has often been used in the United States by nonAsians to homogenize a diverse people. Ji-Yeon O. Jo (2004), in emphasizing Asians'
political positioning as different from the dominant culture, states that
Historically marginalized groups have not had the power to represent
themselves; their representation has always been determined by others'
perceptions of them. Thus, the historical representation of Asians not only
reflects public perception of them at a specific historical juncture, but also
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elucidates the underlying racial politics in the United States within that
juncture (p.20).
The construction of Asian in U.S. society, with all its connotations, both positive and
negative, has significant implications for the world in which Cambodian Americans
find themselves and how they are viewed.
Identity development models developed by William Cross (1991) and Janet
Helms (1992) have focused on African American (and White) racial identity. Jean
Phinney constructed a broader approach that encompasses adolescents from various
racial or ethnic groups. Her model describes three stages:
1) unexamined ethnic identity, when race or ethnicity is not particularly salient for
the individual; 2) ethnic identity search, when individuals are actively engaged in
defining for themselves what it means to be a member of their own racial or ethnic
group; and 3) achieved ethnic identity, when individuals are able to assert a clear,
positive sense of their racial or ethnic identity (Phinney, 1993, p.61).
This model has possible applications to the participants in my study, although it
would need to be expanded to include the various permutations of the stages.
Another type of model to describe Asian American identity formation has been
designed by psychologists Sue and Sue in 1971 and Kitano and Daniels in 1995
(Kitano & Daniels, 2000) that classify people as possessing high or low ethnic identity
and high or low assimilation.

Assimilation
Ethnic
identification
High
Low

High

Low

Bicultural
Assimilationist

Traditionalist
Marginal

Although this kind of model is easy to understand, it is oversimplified and does
not explain how ethnic identities are formed and reformed in a dynamic way. Because
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these models are psychologically based, they neglect to incorporate the sociocultural
and sociopolitical influences that are significant to the construction of racial and ethnic
identities. Uba (1994) pointed out that identity development is a complex process that
varies among individuals depending on a variety of factors. Exposure to racism, she
contends, is a significant factor that can result in either stronger ethnic identification or
a rejection of ethnicity in attempts to assimilate. Generational differences (foreign
born vs. American bom) are also significant factors. Along with these external
factors, she states that internal factors, such as the level of cognitive development, as
well as the individual's selective attitude toward different aspects of ethnicity play a
role.
While the approach to identity construction historically has been as an
individual process, recent constructivist approaches view identity as a process of co¬
construction between the individual and the group, as well as in the interactions with
other groups, especially those with more power. Zhan (2003) points out the confusion
created by the confounding of race and ethnicity in the category Asian American. In a
class she taught that included 'Asian Americans', she found that none of them claimed
that label as their identification, but were more likely to identify as Cambodians or
Japanese as their ethnic identification. When they are identifying themselves within a
group of other Asians, the students are more likely to claim their ancestral identity.
When they identify in relation to the dominant White group that possesses more
power, they are more likely to adopt the politically more powerful identity of Asian.
In contrast to self-identification, there is a long history of outside
identification constructed by the dominant group. Zhan (2003) observes
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As is true of any racial categorization, the sociohistorical purpose of
defining and grouping Asian Americans racially is to maintain the
power and privilege of the dominant group and deny these privileges to
those seen as inferior. The dominant group's definition of 'Asian' or
'Asian American' has racially categorized together culturally different
ethnic groups as the definition has been constructed and changed over
time in order to meet this purpose. (Zhan,l 11)
To further add to the complexity of identification, Kiang (1992) describes four
dimensions of background characteristics of Southeast Asian refugee students:
1) as Southeast Asians with distinct linguistic, cultural and historical
characteristics;
2) as refugees with survival skills and psychologies adapted to war,
famine, flight and forced migration, loss of family members,
secondary trauma from refugee camps, and resettlement;
3) as immigrants in America, adjusting to drastic changes in status,
opportunity, living conditions, climate, and other aspects of daily
life, especially in relation to culture and language;
4) as racial minorities facing discrimination, disenfranchisement,
racism and violence as social, economic, and political realities in
the United States (p.99).
Each of these dimensions adds to the ways that Cambodian students think of
themselves and the ways they are viewed by others. One participant in my study told
me that until she learned about immigration in fourth grade she didn't know she was
an immigrant. "I thought I was just like everybody else."
Identity development is a fluid process where identities are formed in response
to cultural and social experiences, producing multiple identities that change with
context. As immigrants, Cambodian Americans' lives necessitate the development of
different identities. Zou (2002) observes that
Immigrants' success and resiliency, are related to their uncanny ability
to become "others" through the acquisition of communication skills in
another language and culture, but without depriving themselves of
their quintessential selves and the security of the home culture, family,
community, and their enduring self-identity (p.197).
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She goes on to say that "I believe the foundation for genuine academic
empowerment of children of immigrants is a solid self-identity and a clear concept of
one's own ethnic community" (Zou, p.215). Her opinion concurs with those expressed
by Sin (1991) and Canniff (1999) in the following section.

Cambodian Students in U.S. Schools
In a 10 year longitudinal study frequently cited in the literature which
investigated the adaptation of Southeast Asian refugees in California, research
findings indicated that Cambodian students perform at lower academic levels than
their peers from other immigrant/refugee groups (Rumbaut, 1989). In their
explanation of the lower Cambodian performance, Rumbaut and Ima (1988) state that
The Khmer are typically non-aggressive and non-competitive, seeking
gratification as an extension of one's natural inclinations in a more relaxed
unhurried and leisurely way. We suggested earlier that this may reflect a
Buddhist-Karmic religious world view, as well as parental values and possible
overprotective child rearing practices which encourage longer dependency on
the mother and which lower the standards and pressures for achievement by
the child... The main concern of these groups is with personal happiness and
fulfillment which often... involves doing good deeds and accumulating merit
by helping others... the Khmer approach to achievement - in moderation and
at a slow pace - is typically less ambitious (Rumbaut and Ima, 1988, p.112).
Canniff (1999) questioned the interpretations of Rumbaut’s data in that the
positioning of Cambodian students as unsuccessful is based both on white middle
class perspective of success and comparisons with Vietnamese, who have different
cultural norms, not taking into account the Cambodians' own viewpoints. She points
out how the language in these descriptions by implication contrasts with the dominant
middle class values of individualism, achievement, goal orientation, self-reliance,
competition, and long range planning. Canniff shows in her study how the Cambodian
students developed a bicultural competency that allowed them to retain their home
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cultural values and adapt them to the school culture. In a later study, Rumbaut (1995)
reached a similar conclusion, noting that there is "a positive association between
school performance and a resilient affirmation of collective identity" (p. 65).
Bo Chum Sin (1991), a Cambodian refugee herself, focused her study on the
life histories of fifteen Cambodian refugee students in four states. She reached similar
/

conclusions to Canniff that retaining the home culture (while also blending into the
mainstream) created the best predictors of academic success. She described
characteristics of high academic achievers as “personal drive and commitment to
school achievement, a strong sense of self-esteem and a clear, ethnic self-concept”
(Sin, 1991, p.v.). Her research supports a quote she cites from a local newspaper that
describes the different paths students take:
One kind, very conservative, keeps all the Cambodian traditions. These
children are fine at home in the family, have trouble in school. Another group
- it forgets everything at home. Is more American than the Americans. Big
problem at home. But the flexible group - is in the middle. At home they are
Cambodian, at school they are American” (Sin, 1991, p.l).
The Cambodian way to success is the “middle way”, reflected in many aspects of
Cambodian culture and approaches to life. As discussed in the previous section on
success, the traditional Cambodian value of balance in one's life has significant
implications for how students and their families approach educational experiences.
This spiritual framework differs significantly from the western value of striving to
achieve regardless of the personal cost. Without an understanding of this
fundamentally different belief system, educators could easily misunderstand the
responses of their students.
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Scholars of Cambodian experiences from life in Cambodia (Ebihara, et.al.,
1994; Criddle and Mam, 1987; Criddle, 1992; Mortland, 1994; Kulig, 1994) to
resettlement in the United States (Berthold, 2000; Canniff, 2000, 1999; Booxbaum,
1995; Hein, 1995; Smith-Hefner, 1999; 1993; 1990; Sin, 1991), while they have
focused on different aspects of the experiences, have reported similar perspectives.
Some of the reasons that have been suggested to explain the challenges the students
face negotiating the academic and behavioral expectations placed on them by
American schools include:
* the trauma of war and the genocide perpetrated by Pol Pot and the Khmer
Rouge
* traditional Cambodian beliefs and attitudes that conflict with those of
American schools
* the lack of prior education for many Cambodian families
* the limited English of many Cambodian families
* the difficulties of resettlement (Smith-Hefner, 1999).
I would suggest that while all these factors contribute to the challenges faced by
students, the schools also have a responsibility to provide a culturally supportive
environment and appropriate resources that would allow Cambodian American students
to achieve their academic goals.
In 2003, an issues paper was published based on the findings from a Southeast
Asian youth summit at U.C. Berkeley in 2000 (Um, 2003) The summit was organized
to identify the barriers that Southeast Asian youth face in secondary and post-secondary
education. It included youth of Cambodian, Vietnamese, Laotian and Hmong heritage.
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The participants reported that a major barrier they experienced to accessing higher
education was the limited information they were provided about college requirements
and preparation for admission. This problem was exacerbated by the lack of support
they received from their families (who had limited education and understanding of the
educational system) and from schools, where they were encouraged to attend vocational
programs and from teachers who didn’t provide needed help. The students were also
disproportionately clustered in remedial courses, and were the victims of stereotyping
and low expectations. Conversely, they were subjected to the myth of the model
minority and pushed into math and science where the stereotype exists that "Asians
excel."
The students also reported that Southeast Asian history and language courses
were absent from the curriculum and the lack of Southeast Asian teachers prevented
them from having role models. The cultural restraints discussed previously were also
mentioned as barriers to full participation in their educational settings. These factors
all contributed to feelings of alienation and marginalization at school.
In a study conducted by Kiang (2002) with his students in the Asian Studies
classes he taught at Umass Boston, the students reported many benefits of having the
opportunity to participate in such a class. They acquired knowledge and perspectives
that helped them understand their experiences and struggles as immigrants and
minorities and that motivated them to become socially active to change societal
inequities. It also provided support in an isolating environment to allow them to
continue their education. Courses such as these are rare in higher education and almost
non-existent in secondary schools.
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A research study of particular relevance was conducted by Nancy Koschmann
in 1987. She focused on the resettlement process of Southeast Asian refugee
adolescents in Athens, the same community where my study was conducted. As a
sponsor of a Cambodian refugee family, she witnessed first hand the difficulties
experienced by the refugee families. For her dissertation research she decided to
interview the teenagers who had arrived as refugees from Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam
to understand their perspectives on resettlement. Much of their experience as
newcomers in the schools and the community differed from all but one of my
participants. These students were more focused on survival issues and faced similar
challenges to the parents of my participants, including lack of English, lack of prior
education, the trauma from war and the transition to a new culture. In contrast, the
young people in my study were fluent in spoken English and had been raised and
educated in Athens from their early years. However, when Koschmann's participants
spoke about the schools, there were some threads that could be found in the stories
woven by the young people I interviewed 17 years later.
The students in Koschmann's study spoke of isolation in the schools and
cultural ignorance on the part of most of their teachers and peers. A recurrent theme
Koschmann reported involved systemically inadequate academic and career
counseling. One student complained bitterly:
I wish the counselor - mine is no good- had talked to me about college. I never
had any options. It was just a blank choice. Even when she asked me what
courses I wanted to take, I didn’t know how to chose because I didn't know what
any choice meant. There was no discussion at all (Koschmann, 1987, p.140).
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Another student angrily spoke about his experience with inept counseling, "I could have
graduated last year, but somehow the counselor mixed up my credits. I don’t exactly
understand but they said I needed more classes" (p.139).
Another perspective reported by Koschmann’s participants was how the smaller
alternative school provided more supportive adult relationships than at the larger high
school. One student said,
After I changed to the high school, I realized how special the teachers were at
the Alternate. They helped me all the time, and I never got lost. I got lost all
the time at the high school (p. 174).
This comment and others emphasized the important role that teachers played in the
students' ability to have successful experiences. Reading this study, I was struck by how
pervasively many obstacles to academic achievement for Cambodian students have
existed and not been addressed by the schools.
Conclusion
Cambodian American students, including the young people in this study, have
been influenced in a variety of ways by their history, their culture and the history of
other Asians in the United States. The literature reviewed above provides a
sociocultural and sociohistorical context from which to view their educational
experiences. Educators’ understanding of this context can contribute to teachers' and
schools’ ability to interact appropriately with Cambodian families and thereby provide
a more successful school experience. But as the 'experts' on their own lives, the young
people also have knowledge to contribute to educators about how they might more
effectively support the academic achievement of Cambodian students.
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CHAPTER 3
MULTICULTURAL EDUCATION, CRITICAL RACE THEORY AND
CULTURALLY RELEVANT PEDAGOGY
Multicultural education and one of its components, culturally relevant pedagogy
form the foundation for my theoretical approach to viewing the experiences of the
Cambodian American young people whom I have interviewed. Schools that are
multicultural in philosophy and practice can provide an environment where such
students can flourish. When educators are not knowledgeable or committed to
multiculturalism, students who are not part of the dominant group can be marginalized
and not given the opportunities to be academically successful. Geneva Gay (2000)
explains how this occurs.
While most teachers aren't blatant racists, many probably are cultural
hegemonists. They expect all students to behave according to the school's
cultural standards of normality. When students of color fail to comply, the
teachers find them unlovable, problematic, and difficult to honor or embrace
without equivocation. Rather than build on what the students have in order to
make their learning easier and better, the teachers want to correct and
compensate for their "cultural deprivations." This means making ethnically
diverse students conform to middle-class, Eurocentric cultural norms (p.46).
Because "[t]eacher expectations significantly influence the quality of learning
opportunities provided to students" (Gay, 2000, p.57). she describes some of what is
required of a caring multicultural educator.
In addition to respecting the cultural backgrounds, ethnic identity and humanity
of students, teachers who care hold them accountable for high quality academic,
social, and personal performance, and ensure that happens (p.50).
Olsen (1995) reported findings from a study she conducted on school
restructuring in relation to immigrant children. She found that
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The great majority of schools in our sample are paying little or no heed to issues
of culture, ethnicity, language and race despite ample evidence (from interviews
and data collection on outcomes) that inequities in access and in appropriate
curriculum were present in all schools (p. 216).
When attention is not paid to these issues, students are not only marginalized. They are
also labeled as learning disabled (often inappropriately) or retained for one or more
grade levels. These actions can have disastrous effects on the students. As Harvard
psychologist Robert Brooks (2004) reports, "Across studies, retention at any grade level
is associated with later high school dropout, as well as other deleterious long-term
effects" (p.4). One of those long-term effects is the lowering of self-esteem, which
contributes to lack of success in schools. Multicultural educators can use skills such as
culturally relevant pedagogy to address the needs of ethnically and linguistically
students without resorting to classification and retention and enable students to
complete their educational journeys.
In this chapter, I review the literature on multicultural education and culturally
relevant pedagogy. I additionally consider the literature on critical race theory, which
provides a related lens to examine the importance of centering the student narratives
and their racial/ethnic positioning in analyzing their educational experiences.
Critical Multicultural Education
My theoretical foundation is based in critical multicultural education. Its presence
or absence in schools can have profound effects on the experiences of students. The
discourse about multicultural education varies widely among the general public,
practitioners, and theorists. Among theorists, there are differing viewpoints regarding the
scope of multicultural education (J. A. Banks & C. M.Banks, 1995), but it is clear that
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there is an ongoing discrepancy between the theory constructed in the academy and the
practice engaged in within the schools (Gay, 1995).
Many schools, including the ones attended by the participants in this study, give lip
service to supporting multicultural education. But their interpretation of implementing a
multicultural perspective is often limited to a "heroes and holidays" approach, where an
annual celebration of the Lunar New Year or a superficial coverage of Martin Luther King
on his birthday serve as the school's multicultural education. There is little attention, either
in the curriculum or in pedagogy, to the power differentials that subordinate people based
on race, class, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, language and other identities in school
and in the larger society. Without providing a sociocultural and sociohistorical context in
the students' learning experiences and without viewing the students’ circumstances from
such a perspective, multicultural education remains at a superficial level. I will utilize the
theoretical constructs of multicultural education to interpret the experiences of my study's
participants.
Overview
“Yes, our school is multicultural. We have all kinds of cultures here. ”
“I’m a multicultural teacher. I teach about Martin Luther King every year.
And we do a unit on Native Americans. ”
“We don ’t need multicultural education. We yre all Americans and when
students come to this country, they need to fit in. ”
“We don’t need to teach multicultural education at my school. Everyone’s
White.”
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The above comments have all been said to me by teachers. They are indicative of
different understandings and misunderstandings about multicultural education and
demonstrate how, unless their teachers develop a deeper understanding of multicultural
education, students will be negatively impacted. In this study, I discuss the literature
related to multicultural education and culturally relevant pedagogy, particularly from a
critical perspective. Because of my own specific interests, I will highlight the research
relating to Asian American students and the limited literature focusing on Cambodian
students.
Critical Race Theory (CRT) provides an additional perspective to assess the
effectiveness of multicultural education and culturally relevant pedagogy to improve the
academic achievement of students of color. Critical Race Theory has implications not
only for how we approach research, but for how we enact multicultural education and
culturally relevant pedagogy in practice.
What Is Multicultural Education?
Multicultural education is defined by Sonia Nieto (1999) as education that is
“embedded in a sociopolitical context, is antiracist and basic education for all students,
characterized by a commitment to social justice and critical approaches to learning”
(p.xviii). Nieto (2000) also says that
multicultural education is a transformative process that goes far beyond cultural
and linguistic maintenance. In the final analysis, multicultural education needs
to confront issues of power and privilege in society. This means challenging
racism and other biases as well as the structure, policies and practices of schools
(p.4).
For multicultural educators to be truly effective, teachers and other educators
need to take a critical stance when they reflect on their practice and their students. This
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includes implementing a critical pedagogy that recognizes that “knowledge is neither
neutral nor apolitical" (Nieto, 2000, p. 357); teaches students to develop a critical
perspective; and educates students about the sociopolitical realities of their lives while
empowering them to confront inequities. It means challenging the hegemonic discourse
that controls school practices and considering alternative models of success. It means
incorporating an anti-racist, anti-bias perspective that is driven by a commitment to
social justice. For the majority of teachers in the United States, who are White, middle
class and monolingual English speakers, these are challenging tasks, even when they
have the best of intentions. At present, students of color comprise 38% of our nation’s
students and the number is increasing, while teachers of color comprise only 10% of all
teachers in the United States (National Center for Educational Statistics, 1999-2000).
At the present time in the United States, there are many initiatives being
implemented which are counter to the goals of multicultural education. Some leaders
employ discourse that mimics that of multicultural education (high expectations, high
standards, English for all, leave no child behind) while at the same time enacting
legislation (high stakes tests, elimination of bilingual education, unrealistic standards,
unequal resources) that ensures the failure of many children, mostly poor children and
children of color. One example is the recently passed No Child Left Behind Act of
2001, which sounds as if it would benefit all children. In fact, the implementation of
standardized annual testing in grades three through eight that purports to be a means of
eliminating the achievement gaps among students by demanding accountability,
actually produces the opposite effect. Because sufficient resources are not provided to
schools with children in poverty, those children will be doubly hurt by the sanctions
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applied when they do not achieve the targeted annual yearly progress (Neill, 2002). In
Chicago schools, for instance, 178 of 179 schools on the failing list are in poor
neighborhoods with predominantly Black and Latino enrollment and are underfunded
due to a system of financing that relies on property taxes (Little & Martinez, 2002).
In an Arizona study, researchers reported that
Once states tie standardized tests to graduation, fewer students tend to get
diplomas. After adopting such mandatory exit exams, twice as many states had
a graduation rate that fell faster than the national average as those with a rate
that fell slower (Winter, 2002, p.2).
In addition, because tests notoriously exclude multiple perspectives and because the
focus on test preparation eliminates anything not on the test (Karp, 2002), multicultural
curricula that includes the history, literature and perspectives of historically subjugated
groups will be seriously jeopardized. A recent comprehensive study of high stakes
testing (Amrein & Berliner, 2002) concluded that not only do such tests fail to achieve
the expected goal of transfer of knowledge to other situations, but, the authors contend
If failure in attaining the goals for which the policy was created results in
disproportionate negative affects on the life chances of America's poor and
minority students, as it appears to do, then a high stakes testing policy is more
than a benign error in political judgment. It is an error in policy that results in
structural and institutional mechanisms that discriminate against all of America's
poor and many of America's minority students (p.135).
Christine Sleeter (1995), examining the critiques of multicultural education,
noted the onslaught of conservative criticism that began in the early ‘90’s. In
questioning what triggered this response at that time, she concluded that “as soon as
multicultural education became the foundation for required curricula at state and
university levels, it could no longer be ignored because ... people of color were
making gains” (p.88). In other words, fear that European American hegemony in
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colleges and universities would be threatened was heightened by changing
demographics that projected a White minority in the next century. Playing to these
fears, conservative discourse implicated ‘diversity’ as the threat.
Nearly ten years later, the achievements of multicultural education (such as its
incorporation into many school curricula, affirmative action programs, bilingual
education and a greater number of minority students going on to higher education) have
increased fear among those with power and wealth that they will lose their control.
Within my own school district, the last 25 years have produced many examples of an
increased focus on multicultural education, as well as an expected backlash. Beneficial
changes to address the disparities in achievement between low income students and
students of color compared to their White middle class counterparts included: added
staff positions of multicultural coordinator and affirmative action director; required
annual multicultural goals for every teacher and school; multicultural perspectives as
required components in all curriculum development; and Board of Education goals to
recruit and retain more teachers of color.
However, in recent years there has been a push to reduce these efforts. The
director of affirmative action position was reduced to part time; the multicultural
coordinator position was diminished to a teacher who would not ‘make waves’;
recruitment efforts were limited to the surrounding area instead of reaching out to
schools that graduate large numbers of teachers of color. The commitment to enhancing
multiculturalism in the school district was undermined in numerous ways by
administrators and school board members. The young people in my study have been
affected by all these changes.
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Educational theorists have constructed different schemata to explicate the
varying notions and levels of multicultural education. One such schema is that of
Sleeter and Grant (1999), who have categorized multicultural education into five
approaches. The first approach, teaching the exceptional and the culturally different,
includes both those who take a deficit orientation (viewing difference as a deficiency
that needs to be remediated) and those who view differences as strengths to build on.
Both groups believe that “the values, skills, and abilities that mainstream society
requires [are] the standard for normal development” (p.40) and that the job of teachers
is to help students fit into the existing social structure.
In the human relations approach, intergroup harmony, tolerance and stereotype
reduction are promoted within existing social structures. According to Sleeter and
Grant, this is the approach that “is most popular with teachers, particularly White
elementary teachers” (p.102). The single-group studies approach focuses on a
particular group as exemplified in African American studies, Chicano/a studies or
women’s studies. It provides a basis for social action by providing information about
the group and its experiences with discrimination. One goal is the empowerment of
oppressed groups. Sleeter and Grant describe their fourth approach, multicultural
education, as the approach that promotes equity, cultural pluralism and respect for
those who differ from the dominant group.
The final approach, education that is multicultural and social reconstructionist,
expands multicultural education to prepare students to work toward social structural
equity. While Sleeter and Grant created this category to distinguish between the
popular conceptions of multicultural education and a level where inequity is challenged.
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this category is what Nieto (2004) and others (J.A. Banks, 1999; Gay, 1995; LadsonBillings, 1999) would consider to be multicultural education and is the understanding
with which I use the term.
Another framework for viewing the implementation of multicultural education,
which shares some characteristics with Sleeter and Grant’s, is Nieto’s (1994) five
Levels of Multicultural Education. These levels, ranging from Monocultural Education
through Tolerance, Acceptance, and Respect to the highest level of Affirmation
Solidarity and Critique, with their accompanying characteristics, provide a perspective
for evaluating schools’ progress toward achieving a fully multicultural environment (pp.
358-9). James Banks’ (1995) Approaches to Multicultural Curriculum Reform
delineates four levels: The Contributions Approach, The Additive Approach, The
Transformational Approach and The Action Approach

.

All the above schemata for analyzing multicultural education contain similar
perspectives to differentiate the vaiying understandings of multicultural education as
they are implemented in schools. Sleeter and Grant provide a framework for assessing
approaches of teachers. Nieto focuses on a framework for viewing schoolwide
implementation of multicultural education, while Banks differentiates the levels of
curriculum development as they become more fully multicultural. Because
practitioners and the general public use the term multicultural education to describe a
variety of scenarios, these frameworks provide a means to distinguish among them and
to view the different levels as part of a continuum.
There are those who say cultural pluralism in our schools threatens our
“common traditions, values, purposes and obligations” (Thomas, 1981, p.589; Stotsky,
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1999). I would counter that these "common traditions, values and purposes" have
resulted in the marginalization of students, as discussed above, and need to be
‘threatened’. Others criticize bilingual education (Chavez, 1987; Porter, 1998),
claiming it prevents English language learners from achieving in English. This
controversy is not one I will engage further in this paper, but there have been many
researchers who challenge these allegations (Cummins, 2001; Gutierrez, et.al., 2002;
Nieto, 2004).
An attitude I have often heard expressed by people challenging the need for
multicultural education is: “My family came without English and we had a different
culture and nobody helped us. Why don’t they just become American like the rest of us
did?” This way of thinking doesn’t take into consideration how U.S. society has
changed significantly over the years, requiring education in ways that were not required
during the earlier immigration periods when many people did not complete high school
and still were able to be gainfully employed (Nieto, 2004). This perspective also fails
to consider the importance of race as it impacts the experiences of immigrants of color.
It is important to consider the needs of students within a historical context
A Historical View of Multicultural Education
The historical evolution of multicultural education can be tracked by the
discourses that have been used over time which reflect the sociopolitical context of the
different periods. James Gee (1999) describes Discourses with a capital D as:
different ways in which we humans integrate language with non-language
‘stuff,’ such as different ways of thinking acting, interacting, valuing, feeling,
believing, and using symbols, tools, and objects in the right places and at the
right times so as to enact and recognize different identities and activities, give
the material world certain meanings, distribute social goods in a certain way,
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make certain sorts of meaningful connections in our experience, and privilege
certain symbol systems and ways of knowing ... (13).
If we are to understand the present confusion and conflict that exists among the general
public, educators and researchers, as well as politically motivated power brokers, it is
useful to examine the changing discourses around educational reform. When those in
positions of power, whether the U.S. president or an educational researcher, use
language to privilege certain ways of knowing, they can define ‘the problem’ in ways
that limit the chances for students affected by ‘the solution.’ On the other hand,
educational reformers can reframe the conversation by providing a discourse that
counters the hegemony. For example, when bilingual children are described as being
deficient because they lack proficiency in English, a proposed solution is to remediate
them by eliminating their first language and requiring English only. In contrast, when
we view bilingual children as having the ability to speak two languages, we recognize
their strengths, which can be built upon to increase their academic achievement.
Early Ethnic Studies.
Putting multicultural education into a historical context can provide insight into
the present challenges. The precursors to multicultural education were the early ethnic
studies and intergroup education movements (J.A. Banks, 1995). In the early years of
the twentieth century, African American scholars such as Carter G. Woodson and
W.E.B. DuBois were “concerned that African Americans develop knowledge of Black
history and culture and a commitment to the empowerment and enhancement of the
African American community” (J.A. Banks, 1995, p.9). Scholars such as Woodson,
DuBois and others “created knowledge about African Americans that could be
integrated into the schools and college curriculum” (J.A. Banks, 1995, p.7).
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The early ethnic studies movement became the foundation for the later Black
Power movement of the sixties and seventies that generated Black Studies Programs (an
example of what Grant and Sleeter called single-group studies) in colleges and
universities. The discourse of the sixties, extolling ‘Black power’ and ‘Black is
beautiful,’ called for racial pride. Although the term afrocentricity was first introduced
by Asante (1980) in the late 1970’s, there had been a long tradition of linking the
culture, experiences and world views of African Americans with Africans (Lee &
Slaughter-Defoe, 1995).
The intergroup education movement, led by White liberal educators in the
1940’s and 1950’s, also preceded the Civil Rights movement and focused on interracial
harmony and desegregation (falling into Sleeter and Grant’s human relations category).
The discourse associated with this movement was about ‘let’s all get along with each
other’.
Civil Rights Movement
The Civil Rights movement of the sixties was dominated by discourse
associated with Martin Luther King’s speeches (often out of context), particularly his “I
have a dream” speech in which we are all brothers and sisters regardless of color.
Misunderstanding the point, White teachers who proclaimed themselves to be
‘colorblind’ and who saw all children as ‘just children,’ felt justified in their attitude,
something that continues to the present.
The disparate levels of achievement between students of color and White middle
class students has been a contentious issue since it was first identified in the early part
of the twentieth century by scholars such as Woodson and Dubois (Ladson-Billings,
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1995). There was a period when genetics was used as the primary explanation for the
failure of minority students. Although this theory has been widely discredited (Jacob &
Jordan, 1993), it periodically reemerges and remains part of the discourse (as in
Hemnstein and Murray’s 1994 book The Bell Curve).
The cultural deficit explanation, which emerged in the 1960’s as a response to
the discredited genetic theory, instead blamed students’ environments as the cause of
failure. Initially, in the 1960’s, community pressure contributed to the establishment of
programs such as Head Start and bilingual education.
As a result of pressure by marginalized groups, federal legislation and policies
[were] rewritten to address the needs of groups who do not automatically benefit
from schooling because of their race, ethnicity, class, gender, language or
disability... the original goals of the non-white minority population and white
liberals with regard to reform in the public schools was equality of education,
opportunity, integration and social justice, i.e. equal treatment by the law
(Gollnick, 1995, p.45).
However, despite the initial intentions for school reform, the implementation of the
legislation often reflected a deficit viewpoint. Title 1 was an additional federal attempt
to provide educational opportunity, but “the underlying assumptions were that the lack
of academic success was the fault of students and their families and that appropriate
remediation could bring them into the mainstream” (Gollnick, 1995, p.46). According
to Jacob and Jordon (1993), “Social scientists developed the culture of poverty concept
to describe the experiences of low-income populations” (p.15). The related educational
discourse spoke of cultural deprivation and the disadvantaged. In order to “help
students to overcome deficits from early family and community experience”(p.l5) as
determined by comparison to middle-class standards, programs such as Head Start and
Distar were thought (by legislators and some researchers) to address these deficits.

77

In the 1970’s, cultural difference theorists asserted that it wasn’t deficits that
prevented culturally diverse students from succeeding, but the cultural conflicts they
experience in school (J.A.Banks, 1995). This perspective highlighted conflicts between
school culture and the home cultures children brought with them as they responded to
differences in interaction, linguistic and cognitive styles. These researchers viewed
cultural differences as strengths that can be built on to better teach students of diverse
backgrounds. They also focused on culturally different learning styles (such as field
independence vs. field sensitive) and teaching styles (Jacob & Jordon, 1993). (These
approaches fall into the teaching the culturally different category of Sleeter and Grant).
However, legislators still considered bilingual students to have deficits (lacking
fluency in English) rather than strengths (knowing two languages). Although the
original 1968 Bilingual Education Act (Title VII of ESEA) supported first language
instruction, when it was reauthorized in the 1978 Transition Bilingual Education (Title
VII) legislation, bilingual students were defined as ‘Limited English Proficient’ (LEP)
reflecting a deficit model. The goal of the program was to help students learn English
and assimilate into the dominant culture, not to retain their native language and culture
(Gollnick, 1995). Gollnick also points out that “most federal legislation did not
promote education that is multicultural” (p.48). Conflicting perspectives between
legislators and those affected by the legislation about how to support educational equity
continue to this day.
Multicultural Education.
Multicultural education was birthed in the 1970’s by African American and
other scholars and practitioners who were strongly influenced by the ethnic studies and
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Civil Rights movements. They recognized the importance of incorporating the
concepts, information and theories of ethnic studies into the schools. In a second phase,
when it became clear that ethnic studies content was not sufficient to meet the needs of
minority students, theorists directed their focus toward systemic and structural change
in schools. A third phase developed when other oppressed groups, such as women and
people with disabilities demanded that they too, should have their voices, histories and
cultures included within the school framework (J.A. Banks, 1995). These different
phases, which all continue today, emerged from the seventies and have led to the
present phase of “research, theory and practice that interrelate variables connected to
race, class and gender” (J.A. Banks, p.ll).
With the emergence of multiculturalism, the sociopolitical context of the
students and schooling became evident. After the bilingual movement developed in
response to the poor achievement of language minority students, it became clear that
other cultural factors, in addition to language, also contributed to unsuccessful school
experiences for these students (Gutherie & Hall, 1981). Without a conscious
commitment on the part of our nation’s teachers (predominantly White monolingual,
middle class women) to consider the cultural backgrounds of their students, it has been
too often the case that the dominant norms control the classroom environments. As a
result, White middle class teachers often think of their values, interaction styles and
history as ‘normal’ without questioning the sociocultural context. To give one example,
how many African American students have been labeled as disruptive when they
responded negatively to a White teacher’s direction framed as a question? When the
teacher says “Would you like to sit down?” she (and the middle class White children)

79

know it is a command. For children who are accustomed to directness, it can sound like
a choice to which they can say ‘no’. Erikson (1993) explains how damaging the
uninformed teacher can be.
Hegemonic practices are routine actions and unexamined beliefs that are
consonant with the cultural system of meaning and ontology within which it
makes sense to take certain actions, entirely without malevolent intent, that
nonetheless systematically limit the life chances of members of stigmatized
groups (p.45).
While “the cultural difference paradigm dominated discourse about the
education of ethnic groups throughout much of the late 1970’s and the early 1980’s”
(J.A. Banks, 1995, p.17), it was followed by renewed attention to cultural deprivation
and the newly created descriptor of “at-risk”. Practitioners and researchers often
understand “at-risk” as a euphemism for African American or other students from
subordinated groups. It has also become a funding category, contributing to its
institutionalization in the rhetoric. Banks notes that “When a term becomes a funding
category, it doesn’t need to be defined precisely to attain wide usage and popularity”
(J.A. Banks, 1995, p.17).
At the present time, as the twenty-first century commences, the discourse
continues to focus on a deficit approach. In the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001
(NCLB), which sounds as if it has a multicultural stance, the emphasis is actually on
intensive standardized testing to identify failing students and failing schools. Instead of
considering the strengths and needs of children, they are given culturally biased,
decontextualized assessments to decide if they have made Adequate Yearly Progress
(AYP). An advocacy group working for school equity in Los Angeles asserts that
The [standardized] tests are culturally-biased as mostly middle-income, white
test-makers produce tests that measure the knowledge and experiences valued by
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middle-income whites. They ignore the knowledge and experiences valued by
other cultures (Coalition for Educational Justice, 2003, p.l).
In a discussion of the SAT’s (which is equally applicable to other standardized tests),
Owen (1985) points out that the context of the questions is often culturally biased.
Not surprisingly, research shows that test-takers do better on questions set in
familiar situations. So boys tend to do better on questions about sports and
people of color performed "unexpectedly well" on a question about MexicanAmerican families. But there are many more questions set in contexts that are
familiar to males and whites than to females and people of color (p.2).
As a teacher required to administer standardized English exams required for graduation,
I was struck by how much knowledge was expected that was tied to growing up in the
mainstream U.S. culture. For students from other cultures, this information was not
‘general knowledge.’
In the NCLB Act, Limited English Proficient (LEP) students are provided
modifications (such as testing in their native language) only in their first three years as
English learners. After that, they are required to take the standardized tests with
everyone else, in disregard of the research that shows that to acquire academic fluency
requires at least five to seven years (Cummins, 2001). At a recent School Board
meeting in Athens, the site of this study, a Board member replied to a question about
NCLB by saying “A lot of people say it’s a move to get vouchers. It’s not intended to
improve education. That’s a political statement.” To hear a fairly conservative Board
member taking a counter hegemonic political stance was startling to me. Even she
could recognize the duplicity in the discourse.
The NCLB discourse advocates “scientifically-based research,” a term
mentioned 111 times in the document (Feuer, etal., 2002) as the way to determine
effective educational interventions. Frederick Erikson and Kris Gutierrez (2002),
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quoting from the Department of Education’s Strategic Plan for 2002-2007, challenge
this limited and limiting approach.
Unlike medicine, agriculture, and industrial production, the field of education
operates largely on the basis of ideology and professional consensus. As such it
is subject to fads and is incapable of the cumulative progress that follows from
the application of the scientific method and from the systematic collection and
use of objective information in policy making. We will change education to
make it an evidence based field (p.22).
Attitudes of bureaucrats, as expressed above, will certainly have a chilling effect on the
ability of researchers to gain funding for the kind of qualitative studies that include the
voices of those most directly affected by school reform. Quantitative research, using
the ‘scientific method’ can only provide limited information. As Banks (1995) points

[Many] researchers believe that the best way to understand the learning
characteristics of students of color is to observe and describe them in
ethnographic studies, rather than classifying them into several brief categories.
These researchers believe that thick descriptions of the learning and cultural
characteristics of ethnic minority students are needed to guide educational
practice (p.16).
The thirty-four year old Bilingual Education Act (Title VII) died in 2002 as it
was transformed into the English Language Acquisition (LEA) Act, with no resistance
from liberal Democrats or the Hispanic Congressional Caucus (Crawford, 2002). The
change in names is reflective of changing mandates. The Bilingual Education Act had a
goal of “developing the English skills .. .and to the extent possible, the native-language
skills” while the LEA Act stresses English only and “failure to show progress in English
will be punished” (Crawford, 2002, p.8). The “English only” discourse that has been
promoted by California millionaire Ron Unz has resulted in passage of legislation in
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California, Arizona and Massachusetts to eliminate successful bilingual education
(Bigelow, et.al., 2002).
In her book Forked Tongue, an extended diatribe against bilingual education,
Rosalie Porter (1998) demonstrates her limited understanding of sociopolitical factors in
U.S. education. While condemning education that supports non-mainstream cultures,
she asserts that
One must question any proposal that the mission, indeed, the responsibility, of
the public schools is to teach the values of any one group of families. Such an
objective would be counter to the fundamental nature of American education,
which Horace Mann called “the great equalizer” as it provided the less
privileged members of society with opportunities for social and economic
advancement (p.162).
The schools, of course, are already teaching the values of one group of families - those
who belong to the dominant culture. Her belief in the myth of U.S. education as the
great equalizer is shared by others in the mainstream who accept it as a given.
To put Mann’s thinking in context, he stated that
Education, then beyond all other devices of human origin, is the great equalizer
of the conditions of men - the balance wheel of the social machinery ... It does
better than to disarm the poor of their hostility toward the rich; it prevents being
poor (quoted in Bowles & Gintis, 1976, p.28).
Bowles and Gintis (1976) assert that “Mann and his followers appeared to be at least as
interested in disarming the poor as in preventing poverty” (p.28). In their landmark
study, Bowles and Gintis used statistical evidence to demonstrate that schooling does
not lead to equality of opportunity. In fact, rather than only education, it is the socio¬
economic status of a student’s parents that determine life chances. Bowles and Gintis’
conclusions are based on an economic perspective that considers the traditional role of
education to “reproduce the social, political and economic conditions for the
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perpetuation of capitalism as a system” (p.279) so as to develop “a well trained and well
behaved work force" (p.278). The perspective expressed by Bowles and Gintis has
contributed to educational understanding of school success and failure. It also has
limitations in focusing exclusively on economic conditions without taking into
consideration the ways communities have resisted dominant power to achieve
modifications beneficial to their children, such as bilingual education, integration, and
more equity for females (Nieto, 2004). Nonetheless, I would agree that the historical
mission of U.S. schooling has not, in fact, been about equalizing. The present trends,
under the guise of higher expectations for all students, are serious threats to the
implementation of multicultural education and they reinforce the urgency of enabling
multicultural educators to employ a critical approach.
Critical multicultural education is especially essential at this time of government
doublespeak. It is imperative that educators enable their students to deconstruct the
discourse that maintains privilege for some, while subordinating others.
Educators need to rethink the politics of multiculturalism as part of a broader
attempt to understand how issues regarding national identity, culture, and
ethnicity can be rewritten in order to enable dominant groups to examine,
acknowledge, and unlearn their own privilege .. a critical approach to cultural
difference must shift attention away from an exclusive focus on subordinate
groups, especially since such an approach tends to highlight their deficits, to one
which examines how racism in its various forms is produced historically,
semiotically, and institutionally at various levels of society. (Giroux, 1993, p.
61).
Critical multicultural theorists have shown that students in U.S. schools who are
not members of the dominant culture due to differences in ethnicity, language, race,
class, gender and others are often positioned as deficient learners through the lens of the
dominant group norms (J.A.Banks, 1989; Gay, 1985,1995; Nieto, 2004; Sleeter and
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Grant, 1999). Multicultural scholars have addressed this problem by advocating for
schools that affirm all students and celebrate their cultural strengths; that provide access
to resources; include families; implement pedagogy that is culturally responsive to the
students in the class; and provide bilingual programs for language minority students
(Nieto, 2004; J.A. Banks, 1989; Sleeter and Grant, 1999).
Critical Pedagogy.
Critical pedagogy, an essential element of multicultural education, is
an approach through which students and teachers engage in learning as a mutual
encounter with the world. [This] implies praxis (Freire, 1970), that is,
developing the important social action, predispositions, and attitudes that are the
backbone of a democratic society, and learning to use them to help alter patterns
of domination and oppression (Nieto, 1999, p.104).
Using a multicultural perspective, teachers can incorporate critical pedagogy where
students, rather than being depositories of knowledge, are active participants in creating
themselves as leamers/teachers and are given the tools to deconstruct their
social/political/economic positions to become empowered agents who can combat
oppression. Additionally, curriculum is designed and implemented that is inclusive of
multiple perspectives rather than the traditional approach of glorifying the exploits of
‘dead White men* (Nieto, 2004; Freire, 1970).
One aspect of critical pedagogy includes the development of political clarity in
students. Bartoleme (1994) defines political clarity as
the process by which individuals achieve a deepening awareness of the
sociopolitical and economic realities that shape their lives and their capacity
to recreate them. In addition, it refers to the process by which individuals
come to better understand possible linkages between macro-level political,
economic, and social variables and subordinated groups' academic
performance at the micro-level classroom. Thus, it invariably requires
linkages between sociocultural structures and schooling (p. 43).
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When Macedo and Bartoleme (1999) discuss political clarity as an understanding that
"educational institutions are socializing institutions that mirror the greater society's
culture, values and norms" (Macedo & Bartoleme, 1999, p.125), their focus is on
teachers' practice, but it I believe it can also be applied to students' understandings. I
was particularly interested to find out whether the young people in my study had
achieved any kind of political clarity about their school experiences.
Multicultural education, contrary to some misconceptions, is not just for
‘minority’ students. It is equally important for White students, so that they can
understand how their privilege works to benefit them at the expense of others - and how
to use their privilege to dismantle inequity (Nieto, 2004). Rather than only stressing the
importance of diversity and inclusion, “which is often predicated on hidden assumptions
of assimilation and consensus” (McLaren, 1997, p.8), McLaren suggests that “more
emphasis should be placed on the social and political construction of white supremacy
and the dispensation of white hegemony” (p.8). Critical Race Theory is one tool that
can help educators approach issues of privilege and inequity.
Critical Race Theory
Critical Race Theory (CRT) provides another lens by which to view multicultural
education and culturally relevant pedagogy. CRT emphasizes incorporating the voices of
those who have been traditionally marginalized, and foregrounding race and ethnicity in
analysis. It contributes to my research approach and the decision to have the voices of
young people at the center of knowledge creation. CRT complements multicultural theory,
providing a parallel framework from which to interpret the subordination of students based
on race, ethnicity, language and other differences within educational settings.
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The definitions of racism most used by critical race theorists are those of Audre
Lord (1992): “the belief in the inherent superiority of one race over all others and
thereby the right to dominance” (p.496) and Manning Marable (1992): “a system of
ignorance, exploitation and power used to oppress African Americans, Latinos, Asians,
Pacific Americans, and American Indians on the basis of ethnicity, culture, mannerisms
and color” (p.5). These definitions focus on the systemic nature of racism, rather than
on individual acts of prejudice (McIntosh, 1998).
CRT, emerging from frustration with traditional civil rights strategies, initially
began as a movement in the law which constructed “a legal theory of race and racism
designed to uncover how race and racism operate in the law and society” (Parker &
Lynn, 2002, p.7). In the 1970’s, Derrick Bell, one of the early CRT scholars,
challenged the results of Brown vs. the Board of Education and the civil rights
approach to school reform. While the aim of Brown was to desegregate schools and
achieve racial balance, Bell (1995b) argued that school integration did not achieve the
goal of educational equity.
Whether based on racial balance precedents or compensatory education theories,
remedies that fail to attack all policies of racial subordination almost guarantee
that the basic evil of segregated schools will survive and flourish, even in those
systems where racially balanced schools can be achieved (p.10).
He maintained that while integration may have served the needs of middle-class Whites
and Blacks (those who influenced the civil rights legal process), it was not successful
for poor Blacks, who saw minimal benefit for their children. Critical race theorists
contend that civil rights scholars were working within the constructs of the existing
system, while critical race theory is about changing the status quo (Brown, 1995).
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Centering racism in his interpretation. Bell (1995a) argued that “true equality for
Blacks will require the surrender of racism-granted privileges for Whites” (p.22). He
pointed out that when gains for equity have been achieved, the results have often been
due to “interest convergence” (p.22) - the interest of Blacks in achieving racial equality
is accommodated only when it converges with the interests of Whites. Interest
convergence occurred at the time of the Brown decision for a number of reasons. First,
the United States hoped that by instituting integration, the country would appear in a
better light to a world in which they were trying to project an image of equality.
Secondly, the unfulfilled promises to Blacks who fought in World War II were
stimulating vocal dissent among Blacks, which raised fear among Whites. And finally,
the economic desires for industrialization of the South depended on integration.
According to Bell (1995a), these were the reasons that Brown was accepted. However
integration did not necessarily provide better schooling.
CRT ‘unmasks’ concepts such as colorblind interpretations of law or
meritocracy to reveal the White European American hegemonic control of society and
its structural arrangements (Parker & Lynn, 2002). It is a discourse generated by legal
scholars of color to uncover the subtext of racism in society. Eleanor Brown (1995),
presenting one perspective, states that
A critical race theory “manifesto” might be characterized as follows: we, as
people of color, were not there when conventional legal standards were being
formulated. Little wonder that these traditional meritocratic standards have
worked to exclude us historically, and still work to exclude us. Disenfranchised
people of color theorize, but they theorize in different ways. They tell stories.
Hear us and hear our own voices. It is only then that you will truly hear us (p.2).
However, Brown also questions “how to communicate with people who really believe
that tools that maintain racial subordination are race-neutral” (p.20). She suggests that
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CRT has not done an adequate job of communicating with potential allies and that it
“needs a formulation of race that takes account of white people’s realities” (p. 20).

Critical Race Theory and Education
More recently the CRT perspective has spread to other disciplines, including
education (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001).
Critical race theory advances a strategy to foreground and account for the role of
race and racism in education and works toward the elimination of racism as part
of a larger goal of opposing or eliminating other forms of subordination based
on gender, class, sexual orientation, language, and nation origin ... Critical
Race Theory in education is a framework or set of basic insights, perspectives,
methods and pedagogy that seeks to identify, analyze, and transform those
structural, cultural and interpersonal aspects of education that maintain
subordinate and dominant racial positions in and out of the classroom
(Solorzano and Yosso, 2002, p.25).
A CRT of education focuses on five central themes. The first is the intercentricity
of race and racism with other forms of subordination. While race and racism are at the
center of my analysis, their intersection with other forms of oppression and the multiple
layers are also examined. One way this is significant for my study is that the Cambodian
students are not only subordinated within U.S. society based on their ethnicity and
language, but they also experience racism as darker skinned Asians within the Asian
community.
CRT recognizes the central role racism has played in the structuring of schools
and schooling practices, and that racism intersects with other forms of
subordination including sexism and classism. [It also] acknowledges how
notions of objectivity, neutrality and meritocracy, as well as curricular practices,
such as tracking, teacher expectations and intelligence testing have historically
been used to subordinate students of color (Solorzano & Yosso, 2001, p.2).
A second theme is the challenge to dominant ideology. CRT
challenges the traditional claims that educational institutions make toward
objectivity, meritocracy, colorblindness, race neutrality and equal opportunity.
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[These claims] act as a camouflage for the self-interest, power and privilege of
dominant groups in U.S. society’* (Solorzano & Yosso, 2002, p.26).
For a refugee group, challenging the dominant ideology can be difficult and I was
interested to see whether these young people see through the ’camouflage'. CRT also
challenges White privilege, as well as research that is deficit-informed or described as
‘neutral’ and ‘objective’.
The theme of commitment to social justice emphasizes the elimination of
oppression and the empowerment of subordinated minorities. It offers a “liberatory or
transformative response” (Solorzano & Yosso, 2001, p.2) to oppression.
Another theme that is central to my research study is the centrality of experiential
knowledge. CRT “recognizes that the experience of people of color are legitimate,

appropriate and critical to understanding, analyzing, and teaching about racial
subordination” (Solorzano & Yosso, 2001, p.3). Recognizing this lived experience as a
strength, storytelling and other narratives are incorporated into new research paradigms. It
is noteworthy that the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (HR1) has required that research
be “scientifically-based” (Feuer, et.al. 2002, p.4). The discursive implication that such
information will be ‘objective’ is challenged from a CRT perspective. “Notions of
objectivity, neutrality and meritocracy ... have historically been used to subordinate
students of color" (Solorzano & Yosso, 2001, p.2). NCLB is a direct attempt to exclude
ethnographic and narrative (“non-scientific”) research which “investigates human
phenomena that do not lend themselves, by their very nature, to quantitative methods”
(Carspecken, 1996, p.3). By designating the experiential knowledge of my participants as
the primary source of data, I am recognizing it as significant to understanding how racism
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and other forms of oppression have operated in their lives to affect their academic
achievement.
A final theme includes a transdisciplinary perspective. CRT holds that it is
necessary to incorporate a wide range of disciplinary perspectives (ethnic studies,
women’s studies, history, sociology and others) to fully understand the effects of
racism, sexism, and classism on people of color.
CRT supports the need for critical pedagogy in multicultural education.
Because the "conservatization of educational discourse pushes discussions of racism to
the margins, we seek to find a discourse that engages the larger questions of racial
inequality in education and society” (Lynn, et.al., 2002, p.3). It is a ‘discourse of
liberation.’ Gloria Ladson-Billings and William Tate (1995) additionally make a case
for basing discussion of school inequity on the propositions that:
race continues to be significant in determining inequity in the United States.;
U.S. society is based on property rights; and the intersection of race and
property creates an analytic tool through which we can understand social (and
consequently) school inequity” (p. 48).
Critical race theorists have focused on storytelling and narrative as a way of
“unearthing and replacing underlying rhetorical structures of the current social order,
insofar as these are unfair to disenfranchised groups” (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001,
p.150). By “telling the story of those experiences that are not often told” (Solorzano &
Delgado Bernal, 2001, p.327), counterstorytelling is able to subvert the dominant story
that is socially constructed by Whites and is founded in White privilege. It also allows
students to reflect on their experiences and speak their stories. Marjoritorian stories are
those which privilege “Whites, men, the middle and/or upper class, and heterosexuals
by naming these social locations as natural and normative points of reference”
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(Solorzano & Yosso, 2001, p.29). They distort and silence experiences of people of
color. Members of the dominant groups who criticize the stories of ‘others’ as only
stories rather than as valid information, fail to recognize that their ‘truths’ are,
themselves, only constructed stories.
One majoritorian story explains the cause of academic failure for students of
color through a cultural deficit model. The solution, according to this story, is cultural
assimilation. The discourse that describes students as ‘at-risk’ and ‘disadvantaged’
asserts that bilingual students must learn English at the cost of losing their native
language and cutting their ties to their community and family so as to become
Americanized (Solorzano & Yosso, 2001). By using discourse that downplays the role
of race and racism, as well as its intersection with other forms of oppression, the
conclusion is reached that racism is ‘a thing of the past’ and no longer significant,
which “distorts the experiences of those whose lives are daily affected by racism”
(Solorzano & Yosso, 2001, p.31). For many teachers who have been influenced by
these majoritorian stories, listening to the counterstories could contribute to their own
pedagogical growth. However, this is not always the result, because oftentimes
“revealing deficit discourse in majoritorian stories reveals White privilege [which] is
perceived as a threat by those who benefit” (Solorzano & Yosso, 2001, p.37).
Critical race theorists have interrogated the popular construction of multicultural
education claiming it has been subverted to benefit Whites. Ladson-Billings and Tate
(1995) asserted that "the current multicultural paradigm (like civil rights law) is mired
in liberal ideologies that offer no radical change in the current order" (p.62). Jay (2003)
suggests that the changes that would occur if the tenets of critical multicultural
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education were truly realized threaten the dominant power structure. She argues that
the "hidden curriculum (the implicit messages given daily to students about socially
derived and socially legitimate conceptions of what constitutes valid knowledge,
’proper' behavior, acceptable levels of understanding, differential power and social
evaluation) can serve as a hegemonic device for the purposes of securing for the ruling
class (and other dominant groups in society), a continued position of power and
leadership” (p.6). Schools can claim to be multicultural, but are in fact only
reproducing the socioeconomic and sociocultural structures that exist in society. Jay
(2003) clearly describes the problem:
Consequently, the more challenging forms - those with the potential to
significantly alter the curriculum, alter teacher pedagogy, and alter the very
ways in which we think about education - continue to experience great difficulty
in making their way into classrooms. The result is an educational community
that gets to pat its collective back for its multicultural efforts, and for fostering
an appearance of broad consensus (another manifestation of hegemony) for
maintaining a place of prominence for multicultural education in the schools as
an important goal. Yet, truly transformative multicultural initiatives - those that
would push race and racism (and related forms of oppression) to the forefront of
their agendas - get relegated to the margins and kept in safe harbors, so as to
never reach land (p.6).

LatCrit and AsianCrit
Originally CRT was focused on the experiences of African Americans.
Subsequently, LatCrit developed with a focus on Latino/a experiences. Latcrits theorize
issues such as language, immigration, culture and identity, “issues often ignored by
critical race theorists” (Bernal, 2002, p.108). The concerns of LatCrit theorizers are
relevant not only to Latinos, but to other groups of color whose language, culture and
immigrant status differ from the mainstream. The imperative to recognize cultural and
bilingual attributes as strengths rather than deficits is as valid for teachers who want to

be culturally responsive educators as it is for researchers; it is as applicable to
Cambodian students as to Latino students.
More recently, Asian American legal scholars have begun to explore the need
for an AsianCrit. Richard Chang (2000) suggests that "One problem with CRT is that
while it has made the powerful claim that race matters, it has yet to show how different
races matter differently" (Chang, p.364). He asserts that a critical Asian American legal
studies would recognize that Asian Americans are differently situated historically and
their voices need to be included in legal scholarship. Including their narratives could
contribute to affecting decision makers, professors and students. It could make visible
their shared oppression as Asian Americans, bringing them together with other
disempowered groups to participate in each others' struggles.
Chang points out that there is false impression that Asian Americans don't suffer
discrimination. History texts omit the history of violence against Asian Americans,
especially in times of economic hardship, which has resulted in nativistic racism.
"Persons of Asian ancestry are seen as perpetual foreigners whose racialized bodies
constitute a threat to the American way of life" (Chang, p. 369). This type of racism is
exemplified in the treatment of the Chinese in the western United States in the 1800's
and the responses to Japanese investment in U.S. property in the twenty first century.
Chang also discusses how the 'model minority' myth renders the oppression of Asian
Americans invisible and prevents them from receiving necessary services in schools and
communities.
Culturally relevant pedagogy takes on a new dimension from a CRT
perspective. Beyond the imperative to include the perspectives of marginalized
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students, “CRT and LatCrit privilege the experiential knowledge of people of color as
critical ways of knowing and naming racism and other forms of oppression”
(Fernandez, 2002, p.48). With race at the center of analysis, the discourse is informed
by the actual conditions of people of color.
Culturally Relevant Pedagogy
A significant branch of multicultural education is culturally relevant pedagogy,
which I believe can contribute to a more successful school experience for students of
non-mainstream backgrounds. In this section I examine what it means to incorporate
culturally relevant pedagogy so as to affirm student differences, acknowledge their
strengths and help them understand the sociopolitical forces that affect them. By
recognizing the "possibility that such [cultural] differences may influence how students
learn [and] making provisions for them” (Nieto, 2004, p.137) educators have a better
chance of ensuring educational equity. Within this discussion, Nieto reminds us that it
is essential to keep in mind that “[t]he assumption that culture is the primary
determinant of academic achievement can be oversimplistic, dangerous and
counterproductive because, while culture may influence it does not determine who we
are” (p.137). It is also crucial to resist stereotyping and not assume that cultural
characteristics are uniform, as there are individual differences among members of any
group (Au & Kawakami, 1994).
Over time and in different disciplines, “culture” has been defined from a variety
of perspectives. While initially anthropologists viewed culture as ‘exotic’ and the
‘other’, modem perspectives recognize that everyone ‘has culture’. A definition that
incorporates a multicultural perspective describes culture as:

95

The everchanging values, traditions, social and political relationships and
worldview created, shared and transformed by a group of people bound together
by a combination of factors that can include history, geographic location,
language, social class and religion. Cultures do not exist in a vacuum, but rather
are situated in and influenced by particular historical, social, political and
economic conditions and therefore are influenced by issues of power. They are
dynamic, multifaceted, embedded in context, learned, created and socially
constructed and dialectical (Nieto, 1996, p.138).
Many studies have examined educational sites that have positioned culturally
diverse students as deficient. However, these studies have also shown that when
teachers adapt to the culture of their students and implement pedagogy that responds to
the cultural strengths children bring with them from home, positive results can be
produced (Au & Kawakami, 1994; Delgado-Gaitan & Trueba, 1991; Fu 1995; Gay,
1985; Heath, 1985; Ladson-Billings, 1994; Olsen, 1997; Osborne, 1983; Pang, 2001;
Sin, 1991; Spindler & Spindler, 1993). General themes articulated in this research are
compatible with the tenets of multicultural education (affirming students’ cultural
strengths, implementing a critical pedagogy, designing curriculum that is inclusive of
multiple perspectives). Transforming school practices to be accessible to students who
do not share the mainstream norms does not mean replicating the home culture within
the school, but developing practices that incorporate home ways of interacting into
school tasks (Au & Kawakami, 1994).

Learning Preferences
As part of the effort to ameliorate the inequitable schooling experiences of
historically underserved students in U.S. schools, educators have directed their attention
to viewing cultural differences as assets to build on, rather than as deficits. One
manifestation of this viewpoint was a focus on cultural learning styles, describing the
preferred ways that students of different ethnicities receive and process information.
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For example, some researchers have said that Native Americans learn better
cooperatively and African Americans learn better with more mobility in the classroom
(Gopaul-McNicol & Thomas-Presswood, 1998). Gutierrez and Rogoff (2003) present
a cogent argument outlining the potential dangers of such a perspective when it is not
employed appropriately. While they believe that there are benefits to being aware of
cultural tendencies, they contend that a major problem comes with overgeneralization.
“Assuming that cultural traits characterize individuals on the basis of their group
membership makes it easy to ignore or minimize the significant variance within a
cultural group’s membership” (p.4).
Gutierrez and Rogoff (2003) recognize that researchers conducting work on
learning styles usually caution their readers not to stereotype and generalize about
particular groups, but they add a warning that “attributing style to individuals on the
basis of their membership in particular ethnic groups may encourage the idea that
patterns of performance derive from the essence of an individual or group” (p.5). They
describe situations in which considering learning styles in a reductionist way has led to
teaching practices that are harmful to children. To counter this tendency, they propose
that instead of locating styles within individuals, one could take a “cultural-historical
approach [which] assumes that individual development (including tendencies and
dispositions) must be understood in (not separate from) its cultural and historical
context” (p.14). Rather than thinking of a child’s learning style as being fixed,
educators can view children as participating in their home culture and school in
changing and dynamic ways that can lead to “helping] the students develop dexterity in
using both familiar and new approaches” (p.17).

97

Nieto (2004) presents a similar idea, observing that “Although learning style
research can be helpful in identifying learning differences that may be related to
ethnicity and culture, it also runs the risk of oversimplification and stereotyping and can
be used as a rationale for poor or inequitable teaching” (p.150). She suggests learning
preferences as a term that provides more flexibility, allowing integration of multiple
factors.

Cultural Influences on Learning
In addition to learning preferences, researchers have also considered the ways
culture may influence interactional styles, values, behavior, and knowledge. Pedagogy
that is culturally relevant (Gay,1995; Ladson-Billings, 1993; Nieto, 1996; Pang, 1995),
culturally responsive (Erikson, 1993; Gay, 2000), culturally compatible (Au, 1994;
Tharp, 1993; Jordan, 1985), culturally appropriate, culturally congruent (Au &
Kawakami, 1994; Trueba, 1991) and culturally responsible (Pewewardy, 1994) are all
terms which have been used, sometimes interchangeably, to describe teachers’
worldviews, practices and approaches as they consider the relationships among students
and culture and learning.
Interactional styles and learning preferences of many students of color can
differ from and potentially conflict with those expected in the schools. Belief systems
and values can also present conflicting perspectives. Teachers who are knowledgeable
about their students’ identities and the strengths implicit in them, have the opportunity
to provide culturally relevant experiences that can reverse the traditional practices that
produce marginalization and failure for students from subordinated groups. Within this
framework, teachers need to recognize the uniqueness of each individual in order to
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avoid stereotyping students by the generalized characteristics attributed to their
particular ethnicity. By challenging the hegemonic discourse that usually guides school
practices, teachers can furnish the tools for students to unpack their positioning within
the school and the wider culture (Cummins, 2001) and can affirm the strengths that
students bring with them to school
Within any classroom setting, there are multiple cultural forces at work, both at
the individual levels of students and teachers and in the larger contexts of classroom,
school and societal cultures. George and Louise Spindler’s (1993) work has inspired
other anthropologists interested in how cultural considerations affect educational
outcomes. They describe their work with teachers and students as cultural therapy
(Spindler and Spindler, 1993). For teachers, cultural therapy focuses on the culture of
the teacher and the way it can affect relationships with children in classrooms, and it
raises awareness of the cultural assumptions teachers bring to the classroom that affect
their behavior and interactions with students. For students, cultural therapy is also a
consciousness raising, a making explicit the unequal power relationships they contend
with in the classroom, the school and the larger society so as to empower them. The
Spindlers (1993) assert that “schools define what is not to be taught and not learned as
well as [what is] taught and learned. They exclude a great deal of cultural content that
is being or could be learned by students” (p.27). The focus on unequal power
relationships is a core component of culturally relevant pedagogy.
Valerie Ooka Pang (2001) states that culturally relevant teaching responds to the
sociocultural context (behaviors, interactional patterns, and underlying expectations and
values that are important to students) and seeks to integrate the cultural context
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(experience, knowledge, events, values, role models, and community perspectives) of
the learner in shaping an effective learning environment. She also is in agreement with
other scholars (Nieto, 2004; Spindler, 1993) that students need to be helped to
understand how society transmits negative messages about how people differ, and to
unpack those messages.

Interactional Styles
Interactional or communication style differences between students and teachers
can be a significant impediment to successful educational experiences for students. A
number of researchers have examined ways that the teacher’s ability to foster learning is
affected by the structuring of interactions with students and whether these interactions
are culturally congruent or not. One groundbreaking study was conducted by Philips
(1983) in her work at the Warm Springs Indian reservation. She explored the ‘invisible’
culture - “the culture of everyday interaction that dictates rights and duties and values
through the norms for communicating” (p.69). As she investigated teachers’
observations that Indian children were reluctant to speak in class, she discovered that
the participation structure in school was not matched to the one used in the students’
community. The students were more comfortable when they could work
interdependently and initiate interactions with the teacher rather than in the traditional
teacher-controlled structure. They also verbally participated more in small student run
groups than in whole class discussions. When the conditions in the classroom were
similar to the community social situations, the students were more willing to participate.
Osborne (1983), using cultural difference theory, which presumed the ethnicity
of the teacher was a key factor, conducted an ethnographic study of five elementary
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Znni classrooms. He focused oc Ik umrerizg ittoactxmi rurems of 'mnvonrv' urd
'majority' groop texkis. showing mat meir eocmascmg practices uzc goals. is w HI is
prejudicial inodes, impacted the screens' learning. The 7:^ teacher supported
interdependence, explicit instruction, high evrecturixis and choral responses. The
Anglo teacher used pobtic control and expected eye ccmact unacceptable in 7—caitnre . Osborne concluded ±u: while culturally congruent teething is beneficial. it is
not possible or desirable to have it as the tool response Children also need to be
prepared for the biculcural existence they have to live. He states that in order to be
bicohuia] and achieve academic success, smdezrs need to be ^explicitly introduced to
Anglo customs, values and «i}> of behaving” a 1“4 L
Attributing school failure to cultural racocnpaftbdny. Vogt. Jordan and Tram
(1993) present the argument that:
1. It is possible to speech major proximate causes for academic
underachievement in terms of relatively narrow-range mismatches or
incompatibilities between the natal culture of the children and the culrure of me
school at pouas that are critical jar school J^ooess.
2. If these incompatibilities are rectified for a particular peouliroc producing..
. practices that are more compatible with a child's natal culture [with] improved
results, then the hypothesis concerning these incompatibilities as cause.. .of
school failure gains credibility ip_54».
A significant study w inch demonstrated this assertion involved researchers a: the
Kamehameha Elementary Education Program KEEP! Hawaiian students, who w ere
behaving according to their home norms of collaborative speech events rather man the
individual performance approach of school speech events, w ere deemed unsuccessful
(Au & Kawakami. 19^41 The traditional Hawaiian Talk story* is "characterized by a
high proportion of turns involving joint performance, or the cooperative production of
responses by two or more children** (p.12). The study analyzed lessons given to the
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same group of Hawaiian children by a Hawaiian teacher using culturally congruent
participation styles and a teacher using conventional classroom recitation. Their
research indicated that the culturally congruent approach was much more successful.
This involved a relaxation of turn-taking rules to allow children to speak out without
being called on (Cazden, 1988). The conventional rules against sidetalk “presume
classroom learning is essentially an individual process between each separate, isolated
student and the teacher, rather than a social process of cooperative interaction among all
the participants” (p.152). By dropping the one-person-at-a-time rule from the
traditional school culture script, teachers adapted to the students’ own participation
format (Vogt, Jordan & Tharp, 1993).
When the KEEP study was extended to apply the techniques employed in
Hawaii to classrooms with Navajo students in the Rough Rock community, it was found
that while both groups had a preference for cooperative learning rather than
competition, there were also significant differences. The Hawaiian students were more
peer-oriented, preferred small groups, used overlapping speech with no wait time and
admired teachers who are ‘nice’ and ‘tough’. In contrast, the Navajo students were
more adult-oriented; preferred working independently or in sex specific groups; used
long narratives, speaking one at a time with long pauses; and admired teachers who did
not control the group. Tharp (1980) concluded that “education is more effective when
teaching occurs in a context and process that is compatible with the natal culture of the
students” (p.51) and this can only be done with attention to the specific cultural context.
Much of the research demonstrating how socioculturally centered teaching
improves student achievement focuses on African American students (Ladson-Billings,
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1994; Gay, 2000). African American interactional styles and how they conflict with
conventional school practice have been posited as one explanation for the low
achievement of many of these students. Shirley Heath (1983) conducted a frequently
cited study of the storytelling and questioning styles used in the community she called
Trackton and how they contrasted to the expectations within the schools attended by the
students from working class African American homes. When the teachers became
aware of these differences, they were able to incorporate culturally congruent practices
into their teaching, with beneficial results.
A number of studies reported by Geneva Gay (1995) show African American
students’ preference for learning situations that are “active, participatory, emotionally
engaging and filled with visual and physical stimulation” (p.169). She descrbes the
Webster Grove Writing Project in which African American cultural values,
communication and social interaction patterns, and performance styles were
incorporated into culturally responsive teaching to improve students’ writing skills.
These values were included “habitually rather than just on special occasions” (p.156).
A significant aspect of the program was supporting students to learn ‘code-shifting,’ so
they could adapt to mainstream writing conventions through a bridge of their own oral
creative strengths.
Another African American teacher educator has described how successful
teachers of African American students have used culturally responsive pedagogy to
stimulate their students’ interests in academic achievement. Ladson-Billings (1994)
describes the attributes she believes are possessed by teachers who are committed to
their students’ success. Besides structuring classroom interactions to be compatible
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with the students’ styles of communication, she states that teachers must also see
teaching as an art rather than a technical process. The teacher must believe all students
can learn and help students make connections between their various identities. The
teacher develops a community of learners who engage in learning collaboratively and
believes knowledge, which is constantly recreated, is shared by students as well as
teachers (Ladson-Billings, 1994). Additionally, similarly to the Spindlers, she states
that students must be helped to discover the structural and symbolic foundations of
inequity and injustice, so they will be able to move past blaming themselves as victims.
A major goal she advocates for students is to develop cultural competency - a way for
students to be bicultural and easily move between home and school cultures (LadsonBillings, 2002).
Expanding on the notion of a bicultural identity, Lisa Delpit (1995) asserts that
non-mainsteam students need to be taught the codes and rules they require to participate
in the ‘culture of power’ She describes how power is manifested within the classroom.
1. Issues of power are enacted in the classrooms.
2. There are codes or rules for participating in power; that is, there is a “culture
of power.”
3. The rules of the culture of power are a reflection of the rules of the culture of
those who have power.
4. If you are not already a participant in the culture of power, being told
explicitly the rules of that culture makes acquiring power easier.
5. Those with power are frequently least aware of - or least willing to
acknowledge -its existence. Those with less power are often most aware of its
existence (p.24).
A significant aspect of teaching about the codes for participation in the culture of power
is that they are taught within the context of affirming the children’s own culture, not
outside of it. Students’ culture is recognized as being valid and valuable as they leam
to operate within the dominant culture.
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Cultural Values and Language
In studies focusing on Mexican American students in California (DelgadoGaitan & Trueba, 1991; Moll & Diaz, 1987), researchers reported that culture was a
source of conflict in the classroom when the children’s cultural values and language
were ignored by the teachers as the students attempted to participate in their own
learning. The teachers thought if they accepted the child’s culture, somehow the
“school’s middle class mainstream position was subordinated and devalued” (DelgadoGaitan & Trueba, 1991). These teachers believed they were benefiting the children by
inculcating them into the culture of the school while ignoring the home culture. This
belief is prevalent in many schools serving bicultural students. The researchers
reported, however, that making changes that built on the first language strengths of the
students resulted in improved learning (Moll & Diaz, 1987). They concluded that the
“problems these working-class children face in school must be viewed primarily as a
consequence of institutional arrangements that constrain children and teachers by not
capitalizing fully on their talents, resources and skills” (p.302).
In one study that allowed struggling readers in English to show their
comprehension in Spanish, it became clear that the students were indeed understanding
English, even though they had trouble using English to show that comprehension. Moll
and Diaz pointed out that “just as academic failure is socially organized, academic
success can be socially arranged” (p.302). All the above studies have findings that
encourage schools to be responsive to the students they serve and to build upon
students’ strengths.
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Culturally Relevant Pedagogy and Asian American and Cambodian Students
A number of researchers have focused specifically on the needs of Asian
American students (Fu,1995; Leung, 1998; Pang, 2001; Sin, 1991). When these
scholars describe the cultural characteristics of Asians, they also emphasize that while
there are many overlapping characteristics among various Asian cultures, they each
have their own unique cultural constructs and that within each group there are
individual differences (Au & Kawakami, 1994). They discuss the myth of the ‘model
minority’ as an example of the necessity to avoid stereotyping and to use information
about cultural styles and attributes judicially. While in general some Asian groups
(primarily Japanese and Chinese) have tended to achieve exceptionally well in schools,
others (especially Cambodian and Laotian) have struggled academically. Above all,
these authors recommend that educators need to become learners and educate
themselves about who their students are both culturally and individually.
While taking into consideration the cautions mentioned above, I find the
following descriptions supportive of my own observations. Brian Leung (1998)
describes macro level patterns of Asians, stating they are basically collectivist, with
close associations toward and reliance on their own group; have positive attitudes
toward vertical relationships and are interdependent. Important values include group
harmony, face-saving, modesty in self-achievement, family orientation, and norms for
behavior and roles (Leung, 1998). These characteristics are in direct contrast to the
U.S. mainstream individualistic values of reliance on self, horizontal relationships,
independence, directness and individual recognition, values which have emerged from
the nature of a post-industrial capitalist society with all its complexities.
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Extending cultural characteristics specifically to Southeast Asians with the
strong influence of Buddhism, MyLuong Tran (1995) describes the world view as
valuing:
1)
2)
3)
4)
5)
6)

unity of all life and the ultimate perfectibility and equality of all
detachment from worldly affairs and accumulation of wealth
self discipline, humility, temperance, harmonious relations
emphasis on morality, mindfulness and wisdom rather than book knowledge
filial piety
deference to people of superior rank (pp.48-9).

Scholars focusing on Asian students also warn about the dangers of assuming
that all students from a culture exhibit all the attributes associated with that culture (Au
& Kawakami, 1994; Fu, 1995; Leung, 1998; Pang, 2001). Students should not be
stereotyped, but recognized as unique individuals. Having this caution in mind, there is
general agreement about the benefits of teachers becoming knowledgeable about their
students’ cultural values, beliefs and behaviors in order to integrate these aspects into
school policies and practices.
Many Southeast Asian immigrants consider silence a desirable trait and indirect
interaction preferable to direct. As a result, Southeast Asian students, according to Tran
(1995) may be reluctant to volunteer in discussions or may smile when what they mean
is ‘no.’ They may be more likely to pay attention to how one says something (feelings)
rather than to ‘what’ is said. They often learn best by observation and rote rather than
discovery. It is likely they will want to keep their personal feelings and emotions
private. As Tran points out, behaviors such as these can be confusing to U.S. teachers
unfamiliar with Southeast Asian students and can result in children being considered
lacking.
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I have found little in the literature that focuses directly on the experiences of
Cambodian American students within U.S. schools. Additionally, while multicultural
researchers have advocated that pedagogy must be culturally responsive to the students
in the class (Gay, 1985; Ladson-Billings, 1994; Pang, 2001), there has been little
interrogation of what this means in terms of culturally differing conceptions of success.
Success that is only defined by U.S. mainstream criteria may exclude the values that
Cambodian students, and potentially other students from diverse cultures (Valdez, 1996),
bring to their educational experiences. Researchers addressing the needs of Asian
American students (Pang, 2001; Fu, 1995; Sin, 1991) describe the characteristics and
values that many Asians hold, but their discussions do not include how these may affect
conceptions of a successful learner. Viewing the school experiences of Cambodian
students (and other non-western students) from this perspective can illuminate some of
the difficulties created by a mismatch in expectations.
The inclusion of culturally relevant curriculum can provide another means of
engaging students in their studies. In one of the few studies of the effects of such
inclusion, Kiang (2002), reported on a study he conducted with his college students in
Asian Studies courses, which demonstrated the positive effects of such classes to
motivate and empower students, especially for Southeast Asian students. The students
also developed a greater understanding and pride in their cultural heritage. He quotes
one of the students in his Asian American Studies seminar at Harvard:
This course has changed the way I see myself and other Asians. For the first
time in my life, I feel really good about being Chinese and I feel proud of my
heritage... I feel that I had been forced to deny many of the Asian aspects of
myself in order to gain acceptance. I still have much to learn, but I think I have
taken the first step by breaking out of these unasked for chains (Kiang, 2000b,
p. 145).
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Kiang's research provides a testament to the value of offering Asian students an Asian
Studies program, especially when taught from a critical perspective.
Public schools as well as colleges can provide similar benefits to their students
by incorporating Asian history into the curriculum. Jo (2004) provides a compelling
rationale for such inclusion, explaining that
The narratives and lived experiences of Asians and other minorities have been
silenced too long in our schools. Children do not have enough access to
information about their ancestors, people, culture, and language. In the
curriculum, Asian history is overshadowed by White history; Asian experiences
have been degraded by White heroic folk tales; and Asian languages have been
prohibited and silenced by the dominant English language. Critical examination
of textbooks and class materials for their fair representation of diverse ways of
knowing, histories, and contributions are imperative to create a multicultural
classroom environment (p.24).
Jo also points out that ,f[t]he absence and ignorance of Asian history and contribution to
U.S. society often results in distortion of Asian presence or creation of prejudice or
stereotypes" (p. 19). The inclusion of Asian history is necessary to enhance the
knowledge of both Asian and non-Asian students.

Conclusion
Multicultural education and critical race theory present theoretical perspectives
that contribute to the knowledge of how society and schooling can be transformed to be
more equitable for historically underserved populations. Numerous studies examining
the implementation of culturally relevant pedagogy demonstrate how educators can
make a significant difference in improving the school experiences of their students.
Certainly structural systemic change is one of the necessary ingredients to ensure more
equitable schools. But teachers maintain an important and pivotal role in the learning or
lack of learning of their students. In Gay’s (2000) words, “the heart of the educational
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process is the interactions that occur between teachers and students” (p. 46). She argues
that “the tone, structure, and quality of instruction are determined largely by teachers’
attitudes and expectations as well as their pedagogical skills” (p. xv).
By centering my research on the voices of Cambodian American students, I
provide an opportunity to explore how their experiences in school benefited from or
were hindered by the presence or absence of multicultural education and especially
culturally relevant pedagogy. Their narratives can illuminate how their cultural
resources affected their experiences and how they experienced schooling as Cambodian
American students.
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CHAPTER 4
DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY
My purpose in this study was to explore the school experiences of Cambodian
American youth through their own eyes in Athens, a university community in the
Northeastern part of the United States. Many Cambodian American students in
Athens and elsewhere have not been considered successful by the traditional indicators
of success such as academic achievement, graduation from high school, and college
attendance. The overarching question I hoped to answer was: What do Cambodian
American young people say about how schools can better succeed academically with
Cambodian American students? The literature on Cambodian history and culture
provided a foundation to examine my first research question: How do Cambodian
American students describe their cultural beliefs and values and how do their beliefs
and values affect their interactions with the educational system?
My second research question. What are Cambodian American students'
perceptions of their school experiences and what do they think would have improved
them? forefronts the knowledge of the participants. By interviewing Cambodian
American young people, I had an opportunity to examine their narratives as a source
of understanding their experiences. Using the transcriptions of their interviews, I
created individual profiles and then examined them for themes that pertained to the
research questions. The tenets of multicultural education and particularly culturally
relevant pedagogy guide my approach to exploring this question. Critical Race
Theory provided an additional lens to analyze their responses. These theoretical

111

perspectives also contribute to my discussion and analysis of the final question: How
do student narratives inform the ongoing discussion about school reform?

This chapter describes the design of the study. A rationale is presented for
using the methodologies I selected, qualitative research in general and interviews in
particular.

Overall Approach to the Study
My value orientation is toward a critical approach to research. Carspecken
(1996), discussing the belief system of Criticalists, states that:
Criticalists find contemporary society to be unfair, unequal, and both subtly
and overtly oppressive for many people. We do not like it, and we want to
change it. Moreover, we have found that much of what has passed for "neutral
objective science" is in fact not neutral at all, but subtly biased in favor of
privileged groups (p.7).
This is a compatible description of the stance from which I entered this research
project. I have worked for social justice in the world and in my classrooms throughout
my life and this research study is a continuation of that journey.
Trueba and McLaren (2000) present a comprehensive rationale for using
critical ethnography when studying the lives of immigrant populations, one that
resonates with my own perspective.
Critical ethnography as a research methodology stresses the notion that all
education is intrinsically political, and consequently critical ethnography must
advocate for the oppressed by (1) documenting the nature of oppression (2)
documenting the process of empowerment - a journey away from oppression ;
(3) accelerating the conscientiazation of the oppressed and the oppressors..
.(4) sensitizing the research community to the implications of research for the
quality of life - clearly linking intellectual work to real life conditions; and (5)
reaching a higher level of understanding of the historical, political,
sociological, and economic factors supporting the abuse of power and
oppression, of neglect and /or disregard for human rights, and of the
mechanisms to learn and internalize rights and obligations.... Praxis is the
ultimate goal" (p.38).
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All the goals articulated above were significant to me as I engaged in my
research study.
I also believe that all school reform should be guided by the perspectives of
those most affected by the conditions in question. According to Nieto (2004)
"Students are rarely included in the conversation [about what causes school
achievement or failure] and the voices of students from disempowered and dominated
communities are usually even more silent" (p. 6). When interviewing these
Cambodian American young people, it became clear to me that this was the first time
anyone had sought their opinions about their school experiences and they had a lot to
say that was valuable.
Because the stories of the participants are central to the study I am
undertaking, qualitative research methods are most appropriate. As a qualitative
researcher, I "want those who are studied to speak for themselves [because] qualitative
research is an interactive process in which the persons studied teach the researcher
about their lives" (Ely, 1991, p.4). In order to understand the conditions that both
support and constrain the academic achievement of Cambodian students, my intention
was to ask those who have the most direct knowledge - the students themselves.
Interviewing the participants was the most appropriate methodology for my purposes.
Critical race theorists have focused on storytelling and narrative as a way of
“unearthing and replacing underlying rhetorical structures of the current social order,
insofar as these are unfair to disenfranchised groups” (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001,
p.150). By “telling the story of those experiences that are not often told” (Solorzano
& Delgado Bernal, 2001, p.327), counterstorytelling is able to subvert the dominant
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story that is socially constructed by Whites and is founded in White privilege. It also
allows students to reflect on their experiences and speak their stories. I am interested
in looking at the counterstories the participants construct.
CRT also stresses the centrality of experiential knowledge by recognizing "that
the experiential experience of people of color is legitimate, appropriate and critical to
understanding, analyzing, and teaching about racial subordination” (Solorzano &
Yosso, 2001, p.3). This study attempts to elicit the experiential knowledge of these
young people as to way to fully understand how racism has influenced their
experiences.
With critical multicultural education and culturally relevant pedagogy as
foundations for my thinking, I have analyzed the words of my participants about their
lives inside and outside school. In their narratives a number of themes were
repeatedly mentioned that implicitly or explicitly had relevance to their experiences in
school. The themes I chose to focus on addressed the circumstances that facilitated or
impeded their education. For example, the participants all spoke of the importance of
relationships with family, friends and teachers and how that impacted their attitudes
about education. Other themes included institutional obstacles, such as racism,
tracking and cultural mismatch. Additional thematic strains related to multiple
identities, cultural influences, conceptions of success and reasons for dropping out. I
have looked for commonalties in perspectives, as well as contradictions. I have
examined how the inclusion of multicultural education or its absence in the schools
affected the students' learning experiences. I have used my knowledge of Cambodian
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history and culture to explore how cultural factors addressed by participants in their
narratives influence their experiences within the school setting.
Participant Selection
The study group includes fourteen young people of Cambodian heritage from
one community in the northeastern United States. The participants are between the
ages of 16-23. Some have graduated from or dropped out of high school within the
past few years, while others are still in high school or are attending college. Because I
have taught for many years in this community, I have easy access to many former
students and connections to others. I selected some participants whom I know as
former students. Others were recommended to me by people in the community. I
could have interviewed many more young people who agreed to be interviewed or
were suggested by others. Selecting fourteen interviews was an arbitrary decision
based on time constraints. The composition of the group is diverse in terms of gender,
ethnicity (there are a few interracial students), place of birth, length of time in the
United States, and educational status. In order to maintain confidentiality,
pseudonyms, chosen by the participants or by me, are used.
In addition to the young people I interviewed, I also had informal
conversations (two of them recorded) with Cambodian adults in the community, which
allowed me to more fully contextualize the interview data from an adult perspective.
The Setting
The setting of this study is a town I call Athens located in a rural area of the
northeastern United States. A university and a college dominate the economic and
social life of the community where it is often said that education is the main industry
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in town. The community has a large middle class population and smaller working
class groups that consist of African Americans, rural Whites, and refugees from
Southeast Asia, Ukraine, and more recently Burma, Tibet and other countries in crisis.
The refugee populations generally initially arrived in Athens as a result of sponsorship
by church and other community groups.
The fact that the university has one of the largest Southeast Asian programs in
the United States also provides support and connection from students and professors
of Southeast Asian heritage to the Cambodian, Laotian and Vietnamese families that
began arriving in 1980 following the Vietnam war and the resulting holocaust in
Cambodia. As is often the case with refugee and immigrant families, once some have
established residency, other family members and friends come to join them or are
sponsored by them, so many families are interrelated. Most of the Cambodian
families were rural farmers before the war and arrived here with minimal education
and lacked the job skills appropriate for the new world in which they found
themselves. The participants in the study are either first generation or the one and a
half generation (the children of the first generation who arrived as young children or
were bom soon after arrival). Based on informal calculations from (incomplete)
School District records, there have been 106 Cambodian students in the Athens
District since 1984 (Franks, 2003).
The diverse population in the Athens school system presents educators with a
variety of challenges. The March 13,2000 issue of Newsweek magazine published a
list of “The 100 Best High Schools.” The article states, “These schools challenge kids
by encouraging them to take tough high-school courses, producing students who can
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succeed later in college” (Mathews, 2000). Included on this list is Athens High
School. However, a recent headline from the daily newspaper reads, “Racial
education gap in school district” (House, 2000). The school system generally works
well for the White children of university professors and other professionals, but not so
well for children of color or those who are low on the socioeconomic ladder.
The school system contains eight elementary schools located in different areas
of the district. While the individual schools functions as neighborhood schools, each
one has unique characteristics that lead parents to enroll their children in schools
outside their local area if there is room in the desired school. The individual school
populations are representative of the racial and class demographics of particular
neighborhoods, leading to defacto segregation of the school system. The ability to
open enroll is also determined by the families’ resources. Those with more privilege
possess greater knowledge about the workings of the school system and are more
likely to have the means to provide the transportation that is necessary for open
enrolled students.
Two of the elementary schools, Whitehill and Westfield, are in rural settings.
Center School is thought of as ’inner city’, while two other city schools have more
middle class populations. Two schools are suburban schools with predominantly
upper middle class populations. Rainbow School is known for its multicultural
approach. Many of the participants in this study attended Center and/or Rainbow
Schools.

117

A recent study which reported about the unique attributes of Rainbow School
is worth mentioning because of the significant references made to it by participants
who had attended the school. The study’s author observed that
Throughout the school, a progressively oriented, constructivist curriculum was
tempered by a commitment to assuring that instruction was culturally relevant
and individually appropriate for every child. Flexibility, individualization, and
concerns for equity pervaded the content and process of teaching in every
classroom observed. Aesthetic arrangements included displays of children's
work, of celebrating achievements, and of promoting cross-cultural awareness
.. .Themes and images related to diversity were displayed everywhere
(Kugelmass, 2004, pp.33-34).
The district has two middle schools, Clinton and Wagner, as well as the 1600
student Athens High School. In addition, there is a community Alternative middle
school/high school that has about 250 students. This school is open to the entire
community, but because of its limited space, children are selected by a lottery system
that strives to replicate the district demographics. The White students tend to come
from middle class homes inclined toward alternative education. African Americans
comprise about 10% of the population and ESOL students (including Cambodian
students) constitute another !0%. The Alternative School has a progressive
democratic approach to education and has worked on developing a multicultural
approach as well.
The Community at Athens is an advocacy organization that was developed to
address the disparities in achievement between African American and Latino(a)
students and their White counterparts. While The Community has promoted the
interests of African American students, there has been little attention to Asian student
needs, especially the Southeast Asian students. Just recently, an Asian American
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Association has been reconstituted after years of inactivity. One of the interests of this
group is to examine how effectively the public schools are serving Asian students.
Recent demographic information from a study of Cambodian and Lao
academic achievement in the Athens City School District (ACSD) shows that of the
Cambodian students who were enrolled in the ACSD over the last 20 years, 36.8%
graduated, while 44.7% dropped out and 18.4% aged out. These latter students arrived
at an age too old to complete high school requirements by the time they were 21
(Franks, 2003). As the author of this study commented in her report to the Athens
School Board, "This is an institutional failure. Only half of the [Cambodian] children
who begin their formal schooling with us, at age 3-5, are managing to graduate from
high school." In a report on dropout statistics district wide, in 1995 the dropout rate
overall was 4.1% of the total population; 3% for all Asian students; 9.8% for African
Americans and 3.8% for White students. Because the Asian population data are not
disaggregated, they do not indicate the percentage of dropouts within each ethnic
category.
In addition to high rates of dropping out, Cambodian students were also placed
in remediation categories at a high rate. Those receiving Title I help included 49.4%
of the Cambodian students, while 21.8% were classified as learning disabled. Only
28% were in Regular Education (Franks, 2003). ACSD also has an ESOL program
that serves students with English as their second language and where many of the
Cambodian students have received services for varying periods of time.
For many of the participants, their placement in ESOL was terminated when
they entered the high school. The assumption was that they were fluent in English and
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no longer needed the services. While it is true that they were socially fluent in English
and many had achieved English literacy, they still had gaps in their academic English.
Even more important, the supportive guidance of ESOL teachers disappeared and
students were left without anyone to watch over them in the impersonal atmosphere of
the high school.
A position was created at the high school of "assistant to the principal for
minority affairs" whose responsibility was to support students of color. However, this
person was perceived by the Cambodian students as someone who helped African
American students and they didn't consider her to be a resource. Her focus on African
American students was exemplified for me at a gathering of the Community where
several students had been hired to serve food. The students were all African American
students with the exception of Victoria, a Cambodian student who was friendly with
one of the Black students. At the end of the evening, the minority affairs director
introduced each of the students by name to be appreciated by the crowd. When she
came to Victoria, she said, "I don't know your name." It was apparent that she didn't
know her at all and that the Cambodian students' perceptions were accurate.
Data Collection
A variety of data collection methods were used in this study, including indepth individual interviews, a group dialogue session, field notes, and relevant written
materials. I spent approximately ten months between January and November of
2003.in the field conducting the interviews
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Interviews
The primary data source took the form of semi-structured individual interviews
that lasted for approximately an hour and a half and were audiotaped, producing
approximately 20 hours of taped responses. Seidman (1998) states that "At the root of
in-depth interviewing is an interest in understanding the experience of other people
and the meaning they make of that experience" (p. 3). While I made use of Seidman's
approach in my interview process, I did not completely follow his protocol. He
comments that one can't do a one-shot interview with an interviewee whom the
interviewer has never met. In the case of these participants, I had prior relationships
with all but three. I had also participated in some of the experiences they described.
These two factors made it possible for them to communicate their stories with minimal
background information. The logistics of the young people's lives would have made it
very difficult to schedule the three interviews that Seidman recommends, but I was
able to have follow up conversations with most of them to extend or clarify points
from the basic interview.
The location of the interview was decided by the participant and took place at
their home, at school or in a public setting. I had planned to have a second interview
session to review the transcript from the first interview and allow for clarification or
expansion. Instead, I found the participants uninterested in reviewing the transcripts
and so instead had informal conversations to clarify parts of the interview that were
not clear. Once I had constructed their profiles from the interview transcripts,
however, they were very interested in reading their profiles.
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Although all participants were asked the same basic open-ended questions, a
semi-structured format allowed participants to fully and freely describe their
individual experiences within their own comfort level. Seidman (1998) observes that
"an open-ended question establishes the territory to be explored, while allowing the
participant to take any direction he or she wants" (p.69). In each interview, I would
follow the lead of the participants as they responded to the questions rather than being
restricted by a set order to the questions. The discussions of each topic varied in
length and depth from one participant to the next depending on their inclinations.
Sometimes I would follow up with questions to encourage expansion of or clarify their
responses. The questions focused on the following issues;
1) Which school experiences were positive and why.
2) Which school experiences were negative and why.
3) How the participants' Cambodian heritage affected their school experiences.
4) How the participants identify and what the significance of that identification is.
5) What the participants think teachers and schools need to know to provide a better
educational experience. (See Appendix A for a list of the interview questions).
Group Discussion
In addition to the individual in-depth interviews, several weeks after they were
conducted, a smaller group of the participants was invited to take part in a round table
discussion, where they could engage in a dialogue about the issues that had arisen in
the individual sessions. The make up of this group was arbitrary, based on who was
willing and available to participate. One of the most challenging aspects of this
project was arranging appointments and having the young people keep their
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commitments to meet as arranged. Rescheduling missed appointments was often
required. Scheduling a group interview was even more challenging and resulted in
taking place with those who showed up. I decided (with the agreement of the
participants) to videotape this discussion with the hope of using it as a tool for staff
development. I also audiotaped it and have included the data in my study. I
envisioned both the individual and group discussions as places where the participants
would have the opportunity to construct knowledge as they responded to and reflected
on the questions.
My role as a facilitator was to initiate the conversations and insert prompts
whenever necessary, but to allow the participants to guide the flow of the discussion.
The discussion topics focused on the same topics we had discussed in the individual
interviews including their school experiences, both positive and negative; the identities
they constructed of themselves and that were constructed by others; why Asian
students drop out of school; the influences of their families and cultural background;
their conceptions of success; and suggestions for school improvement. My prompts
were designed to encourage clarification or expansion of their comments. Initially, the
young people were self conscious and reticent, but as the discussion progressed, they
became more animated and interacted with each other verbally and non-verbally.
They would express agreement with what someone had said or build on it with their
own thoughts or sometimes finish someone else's sentence. Throughout the
discussion, there was a strong sense of shared experiences.
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Adult Conversations
The conversations I had with Cambodian adults occurred both at the homes of
the young people I was interviewing and at community events. They were primarily
social interactions, but I also took the opportunity to clarify and better understand
ideas that were expressed in the participants' interviews. The two I recorded
developed into extended conversations and I asked if I could record them in order to
remember all the important perspectives that were being expressed. One of these
adults was an aunt of a participant and the other was the mother of three other
participants. The mother of another participant is especially fluent in English and has
served as an invaluable resource with whom I was able to seek clarification about a
variety of questions.
Written Materials
A third source of data includes participants' writing that they have shared with
me related to their experiences; statistical data from the school district; newspaper
articles; and other relevant written materials. A recent sabbatical project by one of the
ESOL teachers in the district focused on collecting statistical data about Cambodian
and Lao-American students in the school district from 1980-2003. She shared this data
with me and they provided quantitative data that verified the experiential reporting of
the young people.
Fieldnotes
Data for this study also included my ethnographic fieldnotes and journal
entries which I wrote after each interview and throughout my encounters and
discussions with the participants and others who were connected to them. Because I
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became involved in assisting the participants in a variety of endeavors, there were
many additional occasions to engage in informal conversation, as well as observe their
encounters with the world, which added to my store of data. In addition to meeting
with them individually, I visited their homes and talked with their families. I also
attended events of the Cambodian community, including a graduation party, a New
Year’s party, and a funeral, where I had the opportunity to participate in and observe
the activities of the participants and their families.
Ensuring Credibility
There are a number of steps that a researcher can take to convince readers of
the reliability of her data and analyses. Ely (1991) suggests that qualitative
researchers can include some of the following elements to enhance the credibility of
their research: member checking, peer debriefing, triangulation, and prolonged
engagement in the field
Member checking is described by Carspecken (1996) as "sharing your notes
with the people you are studying to see whether or not they agree with your record"
(p.89). Member checking was an integral part of this study, as the participants
discussed the profiles of their interviews with me to correct or expand their responses.
Peer debriefing is often conducted by asking a peer to read the written notes
and discussion "to check possible biases in attention and vocabulary" (Carspecken,
1996, p. 89). This was difficult because of my distance from my doctoral colleagues,
but I was able to have conversations to discuss my thinking with my colleagues
primarily through email and phone calls. The feedback I received was useful in
clarifying for me where I wanted to focus my attention. In addition, I was able to
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share my work with practicing teachers and Cambodian friends to receive feedback. I
was able to present my findings during staff development activities in the local school
district, as well as in college classes preparing students to be teachers, which provided
me with valuable feedback from the people I was most interested in influencing
through the results of this study.
Triangulation of findings occurs when there is a convergence of at least two
pieces of data that have either been gathered by different methods or by the same
method over time (Ely, 1991). In this study, triangulation occurred in data from
different interviews/conversations with the same person (including the discussions of
the profiles and the participation in the group discussion following the interviews) or
with different participants. The quantitative data from the school district also was a
source of validating the experiential data from the interviews.
While the actual time that was spent with any one participant during this study
was relatively short, my previous work as a teacher in this community has put me 'in
the field' for many years. So in fact, I have extensive information to draw from to
supplement the data that were collected in the interviews and discussions.
Organization and Analysis of the Data
After collecting the data, I organized it so as to present the stories of the
participants in the study. The first step was to transcribe the taped interviews and then
create individual profiles of each participant, consisting of a first person narrative
constructed from the interview transcripts. Seidman (1998) suggests constructing the
profile as a story told in the first person. He maintains that "using the third-person
voice distances the reader from the participant and allows the researcher to intrude
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more easily than when he or she is limited to selecting compelling material and
weaving it together into a first-person narrative" (p.104).
The next step was to analyze the data by categories that emerged from the
young people’s stories and that related to the research questions. Categories included,
for example racial profiling, family influences, or cultural conflicts in school. From
the categories, I searched for themes that addressed my research questions. Margot
Ely (1991) defines a theme as: ”1) a statement of meaning that runs through all or
most of the pertinent data or 2) one in the minority that carries heavy emotional or
factual impact" (p.150). There were many themes that were woven through the
narratives and that form the core of my analysis. For example, one theme that
appeared frequently involved the students' struggles to resolve the conflicting
expectations between the schools and their families and how that issue affected their
educational experiences.
To analyze the thematic data, I have used the theoretical perspectives of
Critical Race Theory, multicultural education and culturally relevant pedagogy along
with knowledge of Cambodian history and culture to examine how the students'
perspectives inform efforts for school reform that would improve their chances for
success. The literature on Cambodian history and culture informed my thinking about
the context in which the young people found themselves. For instance, when Sarom
spoke of the conflicts she experienced when she missed school to attend a Cambodian
funeral, I could apply my knowledge of Cambodian culture to explore why this was a
problem.

127

Examining this same situation from a multicultural perspective enabled me to
illustrate how the institutional structure of the school system did not allow for a
culturally responsive approach. By putting ethnicity at the center of the analysis,
critical race theory emphasizes the school system's Eurocentric approach that does not
consider the differing worldviews of others.
Conclusion
The process of engaging in this research study has been a transforming
experience for me on many levels. As I conducted the interviews, I was enormously
impressed by the clarity and insight demonstrated by the young people as they spoke
about their lives in school and in the world. They appreciated the opportunity to share
their experiences and beliefs, something they had little occasion to do previously.
They also were excited at the idea that their words might influence changes in the
educational system. It was a chance for their knowledge to be valued and their culture
to be affirmed.
As I transcribed the tapes, created the personal profiles, and then sorted
through the data numerous times to tease out the themes and supply examples for each
point, I continued to discover new insights by and about these young people. I grew in
appreciation and respect for them and the ways they have sustained themselves in
challenging circumstances. I also was impressed that without any direct instruction
about the theoretical constructs upon which I have approached this research, they still
were able to insightfully discuss their experiences in ways that reflected these
theoretical perspectives.
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My hope is that I will be able to effectively represent the knowledge the young
people have shared with me so that educators who work with Cambodian students
have the opportunity to create meaningful reform. I would also hope that educators
will recognize the value of accessing student voices as a means to inform their practice
on a daily basis. This study is a reminder that the relationship between students and
teachers can be a mutual enterprise where teachers can learn at least as much from
their students as the students learn from them.
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CHAPTER 5
"I'M VERY PROUD TO BE CAMBODIAN”
PARTICIPANTS’ PROFILES
In this chapter, I have provided abbreviated versions of the profiles of the four
siblings from the Chan family. The profiles, created from the interview transcripts,
comprehensively narrate each participant’s story. To avoid repetition, I have omitted
the parts of the profiles that are included in the following two analysis chapters. In the
interest of space, and because I am focusing my analysis on these four participants, I
have not included the profiles of the other ten participants.
As I created profiles from the transcriptions of the individual interviews, I
sought to capture the unique voices of each young person as they told their stories. I
selected passages relevant to my research questions, using the participants’ own words,
and I organized the data to form a coherent narrative that I believe best represents their
thoughts and experiences. For the three young people who participated in the later
group discussion, I also included their words from that transcription. I omitted words
unnecessary to understanding the meaning and included in brackets clarifying words
and sometimes the question I had asked.
Although I entered each interview with a list of questions, the discussions
followed their own paths, depending on the inclinations of the participants. The
questions probed interviewees’ understandings, attitudes and beliefs about their
relationships with family, friends and school. Some questions focused on their
Cambodian heritage, language and multiple identities and how these affected their
school experiences. I also asked the students to reflect on their schooling and how it
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could be improved. (See Appendix A for a list of the interview questions]. The profiles
reflect the individuality of each young person and also indicate the commonalties in
their experiences. When reading them, it is important to listen both to their individual
voices and to the themes that are repeated in many ways.
The fourteen participants represent seven different families. I have chosen to
concentrate my analysis on the four siblings from the Chan family whose profiles are
contained in this chapter. This choice was influenced by the immense amount of data
and provided a manageable focus. While they are all from the same family, each of the
sibling’s stories describes their unique experiences, reminding us that we cannot
generalize about a whole group, even within one family constellation. At the same
time, their composite experiences are representative of the entire participant cohort,
reflecting commonalties in many areas.
As the young people’s stories unfold, they speak of the importance of their
families and culture; the development of their multiple identities; their experiences in
school that supported or hindered them; and their perspectives on how schools and
teachers could enable Cambodian students to reach their potential and achieve their
goals.
The Chan Family
The Chan family arrived in Athens in January 1985. They were more fortunate
than many of their relatives and friends who did not survive the bombing by U.S.
forces, the holocaust perpetrated by Pol Pot, and the horrific conditions of the refugee
camps. Their story is typical of the Cambodian families who have settled in Athens.
After fleeing Cambodia, they spent a number of years in refugee camps where their
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children Sarin, Mach and Sarom were bom. Sarom was less than a month old when the
family departed from the Philippines, flying to Japan, then on to San Francisco, New
York City, and finally Athens. They received their first culture shock upon arrival in a
town that was bitterly cold and covered with snow amidst leafless trees. This was like
nothing they had ever experienced. The youngest child, Victoria, was bom two years
after their arrival.
With the help of sponsors, the Chan family settled in subsidized housing, where
they were living when I first taught Sarom in kindergarten. Ten years after their arrival,
through sheer willpower and hard work, they had succeeded in buying a house. Mr.
Chan works as a landscaper during the warmer months and supplements his income
with restaurant jobs in the winter. Mrs. Chan works at a factory for 12 hour shifts six or
seven days a week. This factory employs many of the Cambodian adults.
Mr. Chan experienced post traumatic stress syndrome in his early years in
Athens and I can remember him coming in to conference with me and telling me what a
hard time he was having. Mrs. Chan lost her entire family in the holocaust. I am in awe
of the resiliency this family has shown through all their trials and challenges.
As Sarom's first grade teacher and later Victoria’s second grade teacher, as well
as the teacher of many of their peers, I came to know something of the lives their
families had experienced and what it means to be Cambodian. I worked with children
who were generally quiet, respectful, filled with grace and unprepared for the U.S.
educational system. I personally felt blessed to be able to work with them as I
discovered how to successfully support their learning process. However, as they
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progressed through the school system, I was disturbed to hear of the detrimental
experiences they were encountering, which was a primary catalyst for this research.
The Chan family exemplifies the complexity involved with determining the
mitigating factors in each child's experiences. One thing is clear: For those who might
claim that student success or failure is solely a result of family upbringing, the different
experiences of each of the four children challenge that allegation. The same could be
said for those who assert that Cambodian culture in and of itself is the only causal
factor. As Sarom said,
If you bring me, my brother, my little sister, my older sister, you stand us
together, you wouldn't think that we were from the same family, 'cause
there's my sister, my older sister, who's the AK [teacher pleaser], who's
all about school; my brother who's all about electronics; I'm all about
having fun and living my life; and my little sister is about making friends
and being accepted.
Sarin, the oldest child, achieved something that no one else in the Cambodian
community had. She not only graduated from college, but she did so with honors from
Topnotch University, a prestigious school. Her younger brother, Mach, classified as
learning disabled, was ''kicked out” of school before graduation. Sarom, the third child,
dropped out of high school in her senior year. The youngest child, Victoria, who was a
high school junior at the time of this study, appeared to be on her way to completing her
high school education. The different journeys for each of these young people provide
clues to those seeking answers to questions about school success and failure for
Cambodian American students.
The family's living room, where I conducted the interviews, holds many
reminders of Cambodia and of Khmer culture. On the walls are a large woodcut of
Angkor Wat, a framed picture of Cambodian dancers, pictures of Buddha, and two
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Cambodian calendars. There are also pictures of Mach, who, as the only son, is
especially esteemed, as well as framed awards received by the oldest daughter, Sarin.
These include high school awards for "Most Valuable Athlete of the Year" and "Who’s
Who Among High School Seniors" and college awards for "National Dean's List."
Scattered throughout the room on various surfaces are many statues of Buddha and
Asian vases with silk flowers. When I arrived, Mr. Chan was watching a Cambodian
film in which the singing was accompanied with Khmer words across the screen
karaoke style. He told me that he and his friends sometimes get together to watch these
films, drinking and singing along.
I was able to interview all four children in the family individually, as well as
having informal conversations with their parents.

Sarom’s Profile
"Welcome to my world and this is what I love about it.."
Sarom is young woman with long dark hair she wears pulled back. She adorns
herself with a variety of jewelry including a lip ring, earrings, a necklace and rings. She
wears glasses, large baggy pants and a T-shirt. Our interview took place at the public
library. Wlien I met with her, she told me she had taken the GED test and was hoping
to attend the local community college, and I offered to go with her to get registered.
This turned out to be a challenging all-day affair, where she was placed in an ESL class
because she indicated English was her second language (even though she hasn't been in
ESL classes since 5th grade). Sarom has a white boyfriend who comes from a rural
community nearby.
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The following profile was developed from a personal interview as well as a
videotaped group discussion.

My mom knows perfect English for how long she's been in Cambodia to how
long she's spent here. She's trying real hard not to forget where she's come from. And
my dad he writes perfect English. He has a little trouble with spelling; he knows how to
read English. He's gotten used to the American way; like my dad knows how to fix
cars; he knows how to do housework; he knows how to do plumbing. Right now, he's
working at Chinese Gardens [a Chinese restaurant], as a prep cook, but he does
groundskeeping during the summer. My mom does assembly work at BW [an
automotive factory]. They’re trying to pay off everything. They're really pushing us to
not end up where they are. They want us to have this paper and be successful, so when
they grow older, they don't have to worry. They have their children to take care of
them.
With my parents, when they came over, they were looking to have a better
financial future and education; with education you have more chance of getting a better
job, getting paid a high wage. So my parents influence that. My parents had to
struggle to get where they are now. They live comfortable now, but they hate the fact
that they have to work 12 hours every day and that my older brother dropped out also.
My parents were disappointed in that. And then there comes to me and they were even
more disappointed, because like "what are we working for if you guys are going to
throw your life away?"
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Actually, I don't think I'm a stupid person. I'm highly educated. I know the stuff
that I know. I'm not like undereducated or anything. I'm not slow. I don't have a
mental disability. I don't have a learning disability. And they’re disappointed about that
because they know I don't. But I quit school.
My older sister graduated from Topnotch University. She's taking two years off
because she's engaged, finally. She's getting married. She's planning the wedding now.
And afterwards, she's going to get her masters.
My little sister is at the high school. She's a sophomore. Straight A's. Like she
has a 3.74 average, on the honor roll, high honor roll actually. And she's doing great.
She likes the high school because she's so used to it. She went to Clinton Middle
School. And she knows everyone there and she's popular.
I know about my background from history books and from what my parents
have been through. But I don't know personally. I've never been there. I'm not fluent
in my language. You can tell I speak perfect English and I don't look like your typical
Asian female.
If somebody asks me what country I come from, I have them guess, ''What do
you think?" And if they get around [I say] "You don't know your countries, do you?"
I'm very proud to be Cambodian. I don't lie about where I come from. I know who I
am and I'm comfortable with who I am.
My goal is just to be a happy. Just to find myself. Just in the future, if I have to
settle down or something, I want to be happy. I want to make sure my parents are well
taken care of. And to show people that we're not failures at all. 'Cause we're intelligent,
we're smart, "We can do the exact same thing as you do".
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The Alternative School taught about Southeast Asian culture. They had that
Thai for a project, like Thai speaking and after school, when I was at the Alternative,
they had a class at Center School for Cambodian students, if they wanted to learn how
to read and write in their language.
I would have stayed at the Alternative, but my 8th grade year was so hard
because of certain teachers that gave me so much trouble and gave up on me and
thought I was a failure. I used to love school until I went to high school.
My first year in the high school I was like "I'm done." Ms. Smith was the only
teacher who had understanding and she has that trust. Whereas another teacher is like
"You're going to have to come with me if I leave this classroom." With me especially, I
like the school environment to be nice and calm and I like to know that the teachers
trust me. Where it's not like that at all at the high school. The security guards are
staring at you; there's police cars everywhere. And then there's Goon [the security
guard] with his cart, chasing you. You have a slip to get off campus or something. I
remember when they opened up the lockers. They had the dogs sniff around. That
doesn't say that much about [trusting] the students.
Well for me, I dropped out because honestly, I hate the high school. Teachers
know I hate the high school. The principal knows I hate the high school. I was gone
half of my junior year and half of my senior year. Both of the times I was out of school,
sort of dealing with my living situation, and my financial situation, and just where I was
at personally. I got sick and missed a month of school and they wouldn't let me back
even though I had a note from my parents and the doctor. Also, there was a problem
with my job at the restaurant, because I had to be at work at 2:00 and school didn't let
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out until 2:30. And school sort of wasn't reality for me. It was just another place to go
and I had to go and it was a place where I didn't want to be.
So I left. I tried really hard to get a high school diploma. I went to BOCES, for
a transitional program for a diploma. That didn't really work. I just stopped going. I
went to summer school, finished, just started doing some of my senior classes that were
required, even though I didn't pass my junior classes. And tried going back my senior
year to repeat my junior classes. The reason why I dropped out was because I didn't
feel like I belonged. I felt really just not there. I'd space out most of the time that I was
in school.
Like me, if I needed help, I wouldn't ask for help, but at the same time, they
wouldn't come up to me for help. And if I failed one semester, then I'm going to fail the
next. That was their mental attitude. They're like "Well if you can't do it, then don't do
it all and just fail."
I tend to write in my notebook. In order for me to listen to a teacher, I have to
do something else, like writing in my journal or doing homework or something. And
that's how I get enemies. And the teachers just assume I'm not listening. So they turn
their backs to me or whatever. But then I'll turn in my test. I'll turn in my papers, I'll
turn in my homework and then it's straight like I know everything.
I would tell every Cambodian, eveiy person that I know, even though I was a
hypocrite, that if they drop out. I'd hurt them. Like Sarith, I told him, he wasn't about to
graduate, I told him that if I didn't see that high school diploma, I would beat him up.
The students who don't think the same way, who haven't been brought up or
raised the same way, they sort of seclude you. They're not aware... I've met so many
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people who don't know where Cambodia is, and they learn about it in global studies,
and that's all they know. The place that got taken over and that's about it. Like teachers
don't teach other students, don't make them aware of other cultures, religions.
I was president of the Asian American Club and the majority of the students
who were in there were Cambodian. One was Nepali, one was Japanese and one was
Korean and I was starting off the meeting and they were seeing me as this loud girl who
was trying to get things done and telling people to be quiet. And then they see me in
school and I know all these people. 'Cause I don’t care what people think about me.
I think it's [not raising my hand] a rebellious thing. I'll give them an answer if
they call on me. But I already know it. I don't have to prove myself by raising my
hand and telling everyone. In English class, the students wouldn't be reading or
anything, and I would know it right away, what the symbolism is or what the main idea
is. I wouldn't actually say anything, because I really don't have to prove myself. Also
at the high school I didn't like the fact that all these students were taking advantage of
all the learning. Like when I had a free period or a study hall, I'll do my homework. I'll
talk to teachers after school or something. When I go to class all these students causing
ruckuses, like throwing things, like yelling at the teacher and not doing work at all.
And that brought me down a little bit. Well they're passing and I'm working really hard
#
to pass. It just actually didn't make me feel better.
Victoria's Profile
"It matters who your friends are."
Victoria wears her hair long and dresses in jeans and a blouse. She exudes an
air of confidence and was upbeat in the interview which we held in the home she shares
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with her parents, her sister and her brother. The youngest in the family, she was 16 at
the time of the interview. Victoria has a White boyfriend, Larry, who was at the house
when we had the interview.

I have pride, being Cambodian. I’m [also] Christian. Buddhist ritual is boring.
You just sit there and hum. It’s been boring since I was young. I understand it. It's
when you have like a ceremony for people and we pray for them.
My friends [are important] to me. We've known each other since we were
young. That's the thing. We were bom with each other. It's just easier [being with
Cambodian friends].
It matters who your friends are. Sarom had a bad time over there [at the high
school]. I don't know why. For me, I had a really good time. [I do well] 'cause I like
school. I don't like it all the time, but I like school. Teachers know me. I'm like a
teacher's pet (laughs). I can be doing bad in the class, but I can still be the teacher’s
favorite. I think it’s my personality, how I am.
Elementary, even 6th grade, I hated that. That's why I asked to switch out of
ESL. I hated ESL. In a way it was good for me, but I had learned the things I needed to
know for like high school or middle school.
[My reading] is not good, because I don't like reading, but I can still read. [I do
well] because I take the hard way. I don't do the easy way. In school, like in global, if
you have to read, he'll give us definitions and we'll have to figure them out or he'll give
us a question and we'll have to answer them. Some people, they either copy from
someone else or they just look at the big bold letters, but I end up reading it all.
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In our custom, you're supposed to respect the elders. And that's what I do. But
then there's all these [American] kids fighting back and giving them attitude. And
you're not supposed to do that. I tell them "Why are you doing that? He's older than
you. He'll whip you with a belt." And they're not disciplined that much. But I know
right from wrong. I know what not to do. Kids, like Maline and Aun, they do drugs.
'Cause they want to be cool.
[If a teacher says something wrong] I'm like "A teacher can't say that." If I
know something, I'll say it out loud. And if I'm wrong, I'm wrong; if I'm right, I'm
right. If I know it I'm going to tell them.
They [school experiences] were really good experiences. Since elementary
school, I have my favorite teachers. And I picked my teachers in the high school,
because if I think they're mean, I won't have them because I don't like mean teachers.
Like I might not do the work if they're mean, because sometime they're too snotty about
it. So I get teachers that are nice to me and when they give me respect, I give it back to
them.
I just [know who's mean]. Like the first day, you know how first impression
counts? Like I remember one day. In 6th grade, my earth science teacher, he was really
rude to me, so I switched out of his class and I got another teacher who was really nice.
And I ended up I did really good in his class.
'Cause I'll give a teacher respect. It's just if he yells at me for no reason, I don't
like him as a teacher. When that happens, I switch out. In 9th grade, my math teacher,
it was on the second day of school and we had to do homework. And I forgot to do the
homework 'cause I didn't know how to do it. And I was going to ask him, but then he
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yelled at everyone who didn't do their homework. And I was lucky, because before he
got to me, my friend was asking him all these questions and doing all these things and
he skipped me and went on to the other people. And "Ooo, I’m going to get out of this
class!" Oh, I been knowing the system
Ms. R. was a favorite teacher. ’Cause she was nice to me. She liked me a lot. I
don't know why. She would talk to me and not to other kids. She [said] "I seen this
thing and it reminded me of you, Victoria." Oh, okay (laughs). I was just a good
student and she liked that. I think that’s why she liked me so much. I had so much
enthusiasm.
All the teachers I had were nice. But Juliet had one teacher, she said she thinks
he's really racist. 'Cause when it comes to the American kids, he's so nice to them, but
when it comes to her,.. .She's French. He's always mean to her and stuff.
I've experienced stuff like that. I just don't take it personal. If they don't like
me, they don't like me. I think that it's just their experiences with the colored kids have
been really hard. And they have always, the colored kids, even the White kids, have
fought back with the teachers. It's just more likely that the colored kids are doing
something more dramatic. And they don't like that and that's what they think every
person does. That's what everyone's like, basically.
The thing is you can't be snotty, boss other people around. Like telling other
people what to do when it's not what they want to do. Like teachers, they can boss the
kids around. And the kids just can do the work, but not leam nothing. That's how a lot
of kids are like. They don’t like being bossed around.
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Like Larry’s niece, she's half Black and half White. But she's just White to me.
She's being spoiled. Kids like that, they won't learn how to do anything. You can't
spoil them when they’re young and leave them out when they're old. It's more like you
have to teach them everything to know when they're young and when they get older you
can spoil them. Because you know kids, they wear brand name clothes and they don't
care. Now it's to a point where they care more what brand name is; that's how society
is. Eveiyone is like that. They want better clothes than everyone else. They want more
money than everyone else. Yeah.
Cambodian people are just like that [trying to be better than others]. They're all
[trying to be] doing better than someone else. I realized that. ’’Why are you going to try
to be better than anyone else? There's no point." Just wasting money for no reason. If
someone gets a new car [his friend says] "Oh, I got a new car too." So?" "But it's a
Lexus." "So?" "$40,000." That's how they are. Like me, I really don't care about it.
America is competing with other countries, like Europe, trying to be better. That's how
everybody wants to be. It's arrogant. Everyone's arrogant at some point..
[What would you tell the teachers at the high school about how they could do
better?] They gotta do better at understanding the kids from different cultures. Any
different culture. They can't teach them like they're dumb. That's the thing. 'Cause so
many teachers do that. In some of the classes, they basically give them the answers.
I've seen that happen. I don't want to be in any of those classes. They're help classes,
but they don't help. They give you the answer. You're not learning anything. [Other]
kids like that, but I don't like that. But that's the thing, just because [they're] Asian
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students, they should treat them to an extent like they think they're smart. Not to a point
where they think they're dumb
Sarin's Profile
"/ was able to take the path that just goes straight."

Sarin is a slight young woman with glasses and dark hair that is pulled back into
a bun. She was dressed in sweats and said she had forgotten I was coming. Sarin is the
oldest sister in the Chan family. She is the pride of the Cambodian community having
not only graduated from college, but earning a diploma from the prestigious Topnotch
University. She also studied Khmer there. I attended the celebration for her
accomplishments last spring, which had a dual function of also celebrating her
engagement to her long time Cambodian boyfriend. I interviewed her in the suburban
house she shares with her boyfriend and his family (his sister and her children). She
apologized for the unfurnished look of the house. Indeed, the living room contained
only a couch and an entertainment unit.

I'm 23 (laughs). I'm getting old. I was four when I first came to this country. I was
always thought of as a good student since high school.
[When you took the Khmer class, did your spoken Khmer get better?] It was,
but I didn't speak a lot. It was just because I had a classmate who was from India, so we
spoke English and the professor really did try to get me to speak, but it was really
difficult. I feel really weird speaking Khmer. I thought it was fun. What I wanted to
focus on was reading and writing.
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In elementary I hated it. I went to Center [School] and I didn’t like it I guess I
didn't like the people I was around. I mean, they’re young, but there was some really
bad kids. Especially during my time. Because most of them are grown up and they're
still bad. I just didn't like it Because I hated being in the class all day. I didn't like
some of the students who were mean. And I just didn’t like the atmosphere.
In middle school, it was okay. I had fun. But a lot of teen problems, with
friends and stuff. Because before, you can say I was a trouble maker, but I wasn't like
beating. .. well I did beat people up actually. I was kind of a trouble maker, but I didn't
get in deep trouble for it. I just bullied people around and that kind of stuff and that was
something I needed to change. It's the way people were looking at me. So in 8th grade I
changed my way . And some teachers started to notice me.
[Cambodian student success] depends on what level. Elementary school,
everyone, like, you can't really tell. But it's when they hit that puberty, or teenage or
peer pressure. That's when it all changes. I don't know if it's the peer pressure or not.
But it’s when they become a teenager, and then they hit everything, the drugs and the
people and everything. And that's when they split up.. And you know there's a lot of
people here, a lot of Cambodians here. In high school there's a difference, because most
of the Americans I see, they focus on their school work and they do the sports and they
want to go to college and then you have Cambodians who just skip school and don't go
to school and that kind of stuff. I think the upper class, the upper middle class,
suburban, they're more likely to focus on the school and become jocks and cheerleaders
and stuff, but the Cambodians around here are not that different from the people who
live in Southland and Westfield [working class communities].
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[Did your teachers know you are Cambodian?] The teachers that I was really closer
with, they would ask me or I would tell them. But it didn't bother me until people make
[wrong] assumptions.
In that Partnership Program [in high school], I knew everyone. So I was in one group
and there was another group. They all knew me, so not in my period, but a different class, my
teacher would mention me in that class. 'Cause I had a couple of friends who came up to me
and said ''Mr. T. was talking about you'" We wrote essays about.. .it was just like personal
narrative essays. I chose to write about that because I felt comfortable because he understood.
And so I wrote all about that, about my family back then. And how I really wanted to finish
high school. Because I'm the first one in my family and the first cousin, and the first daughter
and all that, and then go to college. And he understood that. He just felt really proud of me
because he knew it is harder for me and I have to prove... you know a lot of Asians want to
work harder because they want to prove that they're something. He understood that.
But when I was in my sophomore to my senior year I took just honors classes. Because
they didn't have the Partnership Program. Those classes seemed a little bit easier than what
was in the Partnership Program. Then I would get homework everyday and it was a lot of
homework. And I had to do extra work to get that 'H' on my report card. So I felt like I did a
lot more work than I did for the rest of my honors classes.
I was the only Cambodian student in all my classes.

[Do you feel like you're part of the

community?]. [Laughs]. Umm. Sometimes I do, sometimes I don't. I feel Asian people aren't
very supportive. And I graduated 4.31. The highest you can get was a 4.33. And I made it in
the honor society. I wanted to prove myself.
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My brother, he's a slow reader. His level is not where it's supposed to be. He’s always
told me that he was never really taught. Does he know it? Does he feel like he was never
taught right? [He said that when I interviewed him]. Just, you know, school should teach
everyone fairly. I don't want my child going in there and not feeling like they're welcomed.
And not feeling like someone's there supporting them. And after you hear that my brother was
not really taught correctly, that really makes me upset. 'Cause you're a teacher. Because I
think if he's taught correctly... he's smart and he's changed his ways and stuff. But he could go
further. And now there's something stopping him. And that's because someone didn't teach
him correctly. If you're hired to be a teacher, teach. You have a responsibility. When you
retire, if you didn’t teach them correctly, how are you going to have them take care of you?
[laughs]. If teachers don't know where their students are from or understand them, then they
can’t really .. .Maybe that’s why they [my parents] depended on me a lot. To help them with
homework.
I guess I was fortunate enough to be able to learn the way I can learn now. Because I
had no problem taking in information in any way they did it. You know some people take in
information differently. I guess I'm able to take in information all different ways. I'm better in
taking in information in certain ways, but.. .1 don't really have a preferred way. I like listening
and taking notes. I can listen_it depends on if the topic is interesting enough. I can do
things visually, but that's with math and foreign languages. I can just look at some things and
figure it out myself.
I'm really good at memorization. That's why I really can learn foreign languages
quicker than some people because I can memorize and if you're from a different country and
you're taking a foreign language, it's harder. So memorization works. [In Cambodian schools
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there is] lots of memorization 'cause consonants and vowels, a lot of times you have to
memorize it It's not like A, B. Everything is memorization. You have to know the numbers
and how to write all the numbers and sound them out. But then growing up here, it’s different.
I'm Cambodian, but I’ve been Americanized. To me, when I see the alphabet, it's A, B, so I
take it in the way other Americans do.
From high school I went to Athens College. I liked the school, because the
classes were small and I knew most of my professors. They did like me. They
complimented me. And students in my class, they liked me. They always wanted to be
in my groups [delighted laugh]. 'Cause I did a good job. I wasn’t going to transfer, but
then I spoke to one of my friends who transferred from Community College to Athens
College who was also going to go to Topnotch. And she told me they had a program in
the Ag school, which is part state and I looked into that. You know, I decided to apply,
plus it was cheap too, because I lived here, so there was tuition off. I applied and I got
accepted. I liked the classes too. But yeah, it was a lot more work. I did get a
challenge [laughs]. Yeah, it was my choice to do that.
No one can really help you do it. It's really up to you. I mean people can
encourage you and stuff, but if you don't have the strength to do it and you don't have
that mindset, then it's maybe you're going to end up taking the other way. It's a path,
but Bob [her mentor] said eveiyone takes a different path. Some people take paths that
take you there quicker than others. Some people need to experience things. But most
of my friends, I kind of envy them too. Because I was able to take the path that just
goes straight. I didn't have to go into the drugs and I didn't have to go that way, and so
for them, because they went through that, they were able to experience 'life', how it was
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before .. some of them now are going to get their GED's. You know they went through
that life. They know how it is. That made them change to want to do better. And you
see, I don’t have that experience.
I don't know if [a good school experience] is really about what classes are
offered. I think it's more about the relationship between the student and the teacher.
[For my children] I would want teachers to treat everyone equally and not label
someone as a good or a bad student.. Because you can sense that. Just to treat everyone
equally, because everyone deserves the right to be taught. Yeah, encouraging. You're a
teacher, but you can also do some mentoring. Yeah, it's really just being there for the
kids.
My parents have been forcing me to go [to get citizenship], but I haven't. I don't want
to do it yet. Are my parents citizens? No. My mom's been working on it for awhile, but she's
having difficult reading and writing. She went twice. She failed the first time on misspelling
something and reading and the second time she went, she passed her histoiy, but she spelled a
word wrong. It was a simple word too. She still wants to do it. But she doesn't understand why
they're letting Vietnamese people pass. She knows some people who have passed their
citizenship who cannot read, who cannot write and can barely speak. And here she can read
and write and she didn't pass.
I should go now. Everyone's telling me that I should. But it's the time. I'll wait a year.
I don't want to pay $320. It's not worth it. She paid $200 and something, but now it's probably
gone up. You have two chances and if you fail both of them, you have to reapply, wait a year
and pay again. Who has $400? And then they send you a letter. ''We've received your
application. Your interview date is this time and this date.” And then you go.
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I think the test is not fair. I think it's based on the interviewer. Because when my friend
went.. my friend graduated from UPenn. She speaks English. She's pretty smart. She said
the test was easy. She got everything that's off that list that they gave her. What’s the colors of
the flag and all that stuff. Whereas my mom was getting all this U.S. history stuff and [my
friend's] interviewer was hitting on her. I was really surprised when she told me all that. [My
friend is] Taiwanese. And my mom went in and she didn't get this information. [This country
is not necessarily fair]. No. They say it. But no.
I'm engaged to be married, so it's okay to live together. I plan [to get married] in 2005.
That's when I'll be finished with my MBA. I wanted to finish school first. I just want to take it
step by step. And that's how my parents see it too. They feel like if you're in a relationship or
you're married or something, then you want to focus on your family. And because you're
focusing on your family, you might drop out of school and you won't do well. I'm kind of
respecting their views too. And I understand it. And that's why I'm doing it that way. But
sometimes it doesn't work out that way. And you've got to prove them wrong. When I was
dating, I was 'That's not me." And now they see that. But still they have that feeling "Oh my
god. You might not finish. You think you can, but you don't know."
My fiancee works at the Press. He graduated from high school. He was accepted at
StJohn's, somewhere in Westfield. He didn't go. Right now he regrets that. Back then it was
different from now. People back then didn't look at it the way we do now. Going to college
was good, but it wasn't really important. To him, it was more like to find a job, buy a car and
all that kind of stuff. And now, he's thinking he should have gone to college. He sees it now, a
lot of employers are looking for a college degree. And now with him working at the Press such
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long hours and accruing all these benefits, it's really hard to leave. He's thinking about going to
Community College, but working 3rd shift and going to school is really hard.
He's really encouraged me. It hasn't really caused any problems in the relationship.
You know, he's smart. We're smart in different ways. I can process information and someone's
good hands-on. So I think everyone's smart. We're just smart in different ways. Maybe I'm
book smart. I'm not street smart, whatever.
I'm going to have a traditional wedding. I don't want to do the American way because it
doesn't last long. You just go to the alter and you have a reception. Whereas the Asian way,
you get to dress up in those fancy gowns. So it's going to be fun hopefully. It's fun and it's
really festive and I like it that way.
I'm going for a masters in January. I start January 18th. I'm getting my MBA and I
might concentrate in accounting or marketing. I'm not sure. AtKellor. It's in New York City.
It's online.
After I get my degree, I want to move, maybe to Boston, but I'm kind of afraid
of leaving because I've been here so long. I'm afraid of moving away and finding a job
and then not liking the job and ending up - jobless. That's what I'm afraid of. My
fiancee's sister lives there, so we'll have family there. That would be easier. And there's
jobs too, so ... (What does your sister-in-law to-be do?) I don't know. She works in a
factory. [You would want a professional job?] Yeah. But nowadays they’re looking
for experience and stuff. It's kind of difficult. I've looked in a newspaper and they're
like "Oh well we need someone with a masters. Someone with this many experiences
and years."
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Mach's Profile
"That's how I went through life. Figure it out."

Mach was 21 at the time of the interview. He is the second child in the Chan
family and the only boy. He was bom in a refugee camp in Thailand and was two when
he first came to the United States. I interviewed him at the family home. When I
arrived, he was on the porch taking apart a motor.

The first thing I remember is when we lived on Madison Street, breaking open a
radio to see how it works. I was five or six.. .seven. I [already] knew what I wanted to
do.
[My dad] is doing the same thing he always did. He does landscaping in the
summer. My dad could make more money, but he feels more comfortable in that
environment than where my mom is. She has to do something. She got the job so she
can get us a better education. Almost all the families do that. Len, he gets too much for
too little. I pay for my own stuff.
[What does it mean to be Buddhist?] To be enlightened, or something? I know
more than that but, karma and what happens, who cares about that? I live my life to the
fullest. If I die young, well I'll die happy.
[How do other people think of you?] Stupid and crazy. They don't know me.
[Like the people at work?] They know me. [How do they think of you?] Regular guy.
Another technician. They see me as another technician. "Get your ass to work. We got
work. Next time you go for it."
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[Did you apply for citizenship?] No (matter-of-factly). I'll go marry somebody
who's native here (laughing). That’s how you get citizenship.
[What do you remember about school?] Being kicked out. Yeah, that's the worst
thing. It was supposed to be my senior year. The first two years after 10th grade, that's
when I started screwing up. I wasn't focusing on things, on my work. Girl problems.
Everybody goes through it. I was not going to class. Yeah, left and right. I went to one
or two. That was about it.
I was in the wrong math class] the whole year. [Then] they realized I didn't take
it [the prerequisite] yet. So I went backwards. I'm not even sure if I passed it. I
thought I did, because I had my own little special needs, so I could take as long as I
wanted to get calculated. When they scheduled my other classes the next year "Oh
wait! Uh-hah!" Okay, whatever. In that year, I was doing fine and then at the end of
the year, I started losing my mind.
I don't remember anything [about my other classes]. I took special English,
'cause I can't read. I didn't take foreign languages. I liked history. 'Cause I usually
watched the history channel. Before then I watched the Discovery channel. Just know
things like that. I could skim, look for key words, and then okay, got the answer. You
don't have to read. All you gotta do, just skim and analyze the question. My day begins
with work, home, Discovery, History channel. Learning channel and cartoon network
(laugh). That's about it. That's how people know. Something to watch.
[When I took the GED] there's a history part. I had no problem. The only thing I
had a problem with was English. There's too many definitions, the way words have to be
put together for to be correct. So, I didn't put them together in the right correct order or
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the grammar and [I was] below by one point. I have to leam how to use my grammar. If
I get a long word, I can be fine. I can usually figure things out. Vocabulary, the
reading’s not too hard, ’cause I don't know what it means. But if I can read through the
sentence I can usually figure it out. That's how I went through life. Figure it out. Not
reading. Figuring things out. I think when I was in 4th grade, they gave us a reading test.
I didn't know what it was. I just figured it out.
Long as you don't tell me how to explain it to you, I'm okay. I know how it
works, but I can't explain it to you. Something related to something I can see.
Like math, move this up and down or right and left. I did the wrong way. Now
you do it from right to left. I did it from left to right. I did do my thing correctly, but I
did it the wrong way. And they made me do it the other way. [Did you get the right
answers?] Nope. Pretty close, though. The only thing I forget to do is move numbers
down. Usually in adding. Then they made me do it starting on that end. And I was like
"Oh. Okay."
You have to use math sometime in your life. You're not going to use English.
Science, you have to use science sometimes. [You use English all the time.] Yeah, but
I don't correct myself what I'm doing. [Do you do any writing at all?] Yeah. Quick
notes, basically. Notes all day long. I'm the only one that can read it. And my co¬
workers now, they learned how I write now, so they know what I'm trying to say.
That's why nothing matters. When I first started [they would say] "What are you trying
to say?" And they finally got it.

"Okay, I know what you're saying."
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Gym sucks. I just don’t like running around. [So you think it was the drugs that
made you ...?] Tired. Yeah. The school environment makes us frustrated. They're
going to make a frustrated environment by using drugs [Ritalin].
In high school, my VP [vice principal] sucked. I was late to classes. I was late
to my homeroom. He told me if I was late one more time, he would give me detention.
[And why were you late?] Where I used to live before. My parents [drove me to
school]. My sisters were even late. I was late to school when I had my car. I think it's
just waking up. I can't learn anything at 8:00. [When would] my ideal school start?
After I eat. Probably around 10:30, 11:00. After I get something to eat. [It would be
hard to learn if you haven't eaten.] It is. My stomach hurts. You can't pay attention.
[Did your VP ask you why you were late?] No. We had some meetings. "You
have to improve your tardiness or we'll do something about it." They do threaten you.
That's the way they do it. If you don't get threatened then nothing will happen. If you
don't do it, they will kick you out. [What did your parents say?] Oh, they didn't pay
attention. I mean I don't care at all. My parents thought I was a jackass. Especially my
dad. He thought I was a jackass. I was ashamed of myself. He doesn't think that now,
because I make more than him [laughing]. He's wrong. He's finally feeling good.
Things turn around.
[Did you learn about Cambodian culture and history in school?] The Vietnamese
war. I mean they bombed Cambodia, stop Pol Pot, fought the Vietnamese. Landmines.
Or why the fighters had landmines all over Cambodia. Why they stopped supplies, stop
the war, trying to supply the other country. That's what we learned.
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[So what does being successful mean to you?] Being rich and not having to care
about anything (laughs). [Now] I'm making more money than my parents. [Even
without a high school diploma] I still make quite a bit. Three hours a day, I get paid
$18.50 an hour. I work for three hours, but I'm there longer. I do it on my own free
time. I like to help. At least I'm learning things. Everybody's fair over there. There's
nothing like classification. Do your work. That's what they say.
[I noticed at the Cambodian party we were at last night, almost
everybody was there who's part of the Cambodian community?] And some
other people. But they weren't from here. 'Cause Maline's boyfriend and
Maline's cousin's boyfriend came and they caused a riot. Some of them want to
be gang members. I learned that the hard way. Screw that. There's no point
now. "I want to belong." Belong to what? [Is that why people join a gang, to
feel like they belong?] Yeah. [Was it because people felt on the outside of what
was going on in school?] Well, that's a good point. That was one of the reasons
why they probably did that. They wanted to be badasses in school, so people
would be scared of them
[What could you tell teachers to help them be better teachers?] Tell them a
sock puppet. [Sock puppets are used in a more hands-on approach]. They teach kids.
Instead of reading from a textbook.
[If you have kids, would you want them to go to school and have school be the
way it was for you?] I would bring them somewhere else. More experience, more
public school, where they're not classified. If you're paying for an education, teachers
got to do something about it. You bring them to private school, you can always
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complain. It's actually your money that's paying their budget. [What kind of private
school would you look for?] Multiculture. 'Cause they could deal with the English
problem. If they're bom here they might be able to talk better than me. Because age
three to four is where you start learning vocal skills. Probably that's the part I missed
out on. Not moving around. [It's almost like you were ...] neglected (laughs). That's
actually a good thing, learning two languages. That's when you start to pick up on the
communication skills. If you know anybody, most of those who were bom here are
okay. They know how to read and write. They're born here and they have TV,
cartoons.
Conclusion
The narratives contained in the above profiles illustrate the uniqueness of each
of the siblings in the Chan family. They all attended the Athens school district from
their earliest years, but each one took a different path to cope with the challenges they
encountered. The profiles also contain similar themes of identity, family, and school
experiences that were supportive or unsupportive. They portray young people who
exhibit intelligence and insight as they relate their lived experiences.
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CHAPTER 6
"BEING CAMBODIAN IS REALLY HARD”
FAMILY AND CULTURAL INFLUENCES
It is mid-April, the time of the Cambodian New Year. Parking my car in the
overflowing lot, I walk into the dimly lit Eagle Lodge where the New Year party is
under way, searching for Rei and her mother Sovanna who invited me. In the
crowded room, people are seated at long tables and Sovanna waves me over to sit by
her. The tables are spread with Cambodian-style chicken, rice, eggrolls, noodles,
and the sweet coconut gelatin dessert I have become familiar with in my years of
attending Cambodian celebrations. Parents of former students greet me and I am
offered food. Victoria's boyfriend and I are the only White people there.
The older women wear formal gowns, a few sarongs visible among the
elders, while the younger women are dressed in more casual attire. Some men wear
suits, others jeans. I remember the first New Year celebrations I attended where
many more were dressed in traditional Cambodian clothes, the children in fancy new
clothes. Times have changed.
The Cambodian band that has been brought from Northfield plays at a high
volume. The drummer, keyboardist and guitar player, all young men, accompany a
male and female lead singers. The music begins slowly as people rise and move to
the dance floor. They form a circle in traditional Cambodian style, stepping around
the floor in time to the music with the graceful hand movements I have tried to
replicate, but never quite capture. Sovanna asks me to come dance with her and we
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join the circle. People smile approvingly at my attempts to participate in the
ancestral dances they have carried with them to this new land.
After a while the music speeds up; it's Cambodian rock and roll, and the
dancing changes to a more westernized style. Some of the older folks, including
myself, return to their seats, leaving the floor to the young people and some older
ones who have consumed enough alcohol.
As I return from the restroom, an elderly woman stops me in the hall and takes
my hands. "I am Maline's grandma," she says. "I know," I reply. It is less than two
months since Maline's tragic death. I ask, "How are you doing?" "Sometimes okay.
Sometimes sad," she replies with tears in her eyes. "You were Maline's teacher?"
"Yes," I answer. "When she was little, I loved her a lot."
At 10:00, the party organizer takes the microphone and exhorts the young
people to show their stuff in a break dancing exhibition. A circle forms in front of
the band while a few brave souls demonstrate their break dancing prowess. They
are not too skilled, but everyone is having a good time.
The next event is karaoke, the emcee offering the microphone to anyone who
is willing to sing along with the Cambodian video. The Khmer words are written on
the screen, so one must be able to read Khmer to participate. It is only some of the
adults who have this knowledge.
In Cambodia, the New Year traditionally is celebrated for three days. Here in
the United States, it has been modified to accommodate people's work and school
schedules and of necessity, falls on a weekend. Even so, on a Saturday night, a
number of people who work late shifts don't arrive until 10:00.
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The New Year is a time for Cambodian Americans to come together to share
traditional food, music and customs; to affirm their cultural and ethnic identity; to
cement a community often fractionalized along class and generational lines. But it
also reflects the influences of the American culture in which they are embedded,
including break dancing and rock and roll, which were never part of the celebrations
in Cambodia. Over the years, dressing up for the holiday has evolved from
traditionally Cambodian to more American. The hybridization of the New Year
celebration symbolizes the Cambodian community's adaptation to their new land as
they, at the same time, steadfastly retain significant elements of their traditional
culture. This brief snapshot offers an entry way to the complexity of growing up as a
Cambodian in America, the focus of this chapter's analysis, as well as a glimpse of
my perspective as a trusted outsider.

Overview of Analysis
During the past year, I have immersed myself in the Athens Cambodian
community. I have conducted interviews, engaged in informal conversations,
collected relevant statistics, participated in community events and even taken Khmer
lessons. I have reviewed the hundreds of pages of data from the interviews, my field
notes, and other sources of information numerous times. Once I had transcribed all
the interviews, I created from each one a profile of the individual participants that
presented a cohesive narrative articulating their thoughts, feelings and opinions about
their experiences in and outside of school.
As I read and reread the interview transcriptions, individual profiles and
notes from informal conversations, I categorized the data into themes that emerged
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from the narratives, using my research questions to guide the thematic selection. The
analyses of these themes are grounded in the theoretical perspectives of multicultural
education and critical race theory, as well as knowledge about Cambodian history and
culture. The four major findings that emerged from the data were:
•

Families' positions as refugees and maintainers of traditional Cambodian culture
shape the students' school interactions

• Some educational practices and institutional policies promote academic
achievement.
• Some educational practices and institutional policies hindered academic
achievement
This chapter focuses on the first theme: the significance of family and
cultural influences. It addresses my first research question: How do Cambodian
American young people describe their cultural beliefs and values and how do their
beliefs and values affect their interactions with the educational system? The
following chapter addresses the theme relating to multiple identities. Chapters 8 and
9 examine school experiences that promote or hinder academic progress. To analyze
the data in this chapter, my theoretical perspective derives from the literature on
Cambodian culture and history, which provides a foundation for putting the
participants' words into context. For example, the literature describes cultural
practices that families brought from Cambodia to America and how those practices
contrasted with the values the refugees encountered in their new home. When the
young people spoke of the importance of respect for elders in their families and the
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dissonance they experienced in school, I had a context from which to interpret their
responses.
Because the Chan family exemplified the experiences of many of the
Cambodian families, illustrating both the commonalties and unique differences, I am
focusing on the experiences of these four siblings as I examine the major theme of the
significance of family and cultural influences on the young people. I will supplement
their words with additional perspectives by the other participants.
Finding 1: Families’ Positions as Refugees and Maintainers of Traditional
Cambodian Culture Shape Students' School Interactions
A major theme that emerged from the data was how the young people were
influenced by their families and cultural teachings, and how those influences affected
their experiences in school. Four thematic findings emerged from the data within this
theme, the first addressing the challenges faced by parents still suffering from
traumatic experiences and trying to adjust to a new culture with new rules for
parenting and educating their children. The second set of findings revolves around
cultural expectations, such as respect for elders, "saving face", customs, religion, and
language. The final findings point to the importance of education to the Cambodian
families and the students’ conceptions of success.
Hardships Experienced by Refugee Families Constrain Students' Lives
The above theme emerged from the data and reflects the literature on
Cambodian American history. The young people spoke about their parents' struggles
to make a new life in America after surviving a catastrophic war experience. For the
families who arrived from Cambodia, there were multiple adjustments required of
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them and their children as they tried to rebuild their lives in a radically different
culture. One of the differences they encountered was being positioned as a minority
in the racialized U.S. cultural environment In Cambodia, they were part of the
majority group and were less likely to be aware of their identity as Cambodians than
of their roles in a hierarchical society that differentiated people by class or education
or religious position (Smith-Hefner, 1999). In Athens, as in much of the United
States, they are viewed as a minority and are frequently invisible in a community
where others know little about them. Consequently, it is not surprising that teachers
would be unaware of the difficulties Cambodian students encounter. However, this
lack of knowledge by many teachers contributes to the students’ sense of isolation at
school and prevents many of them from receiving the support they need to continue.
Feeling invisible as Cambodians was a recurrent theme in the data, coupled
with perceptions that when they were noticed, they were stereotyped. Sarom spoke
of her conflicted feelings about a newspaper portrayal of her family when she felt
both acknowledged and stereotyped.
I remember my dad saved this newspaper clipping. It's all of us and they say
something about "Refugees come to Athens.” Okay, have us stand out as
people who don’t know anything, who come from a different country. I was
proud to look back and [say to my friends] ”1 was telling the truth. I'm not
lying." But at the same time, it's sort of using us as a poster, saying there's
going to be more of us coming. (The implication was] 'They've a had lot of
trouble. Help them out."
It is difficult to maintain ethnic pride in a community such as Athens where
Cambodians are such a small minority and the families feel that they are barely
acknowledged. Sarom drew attention to the larger Cambodian communities to
emphasize that they are part of a more extensive group and deserve recognition.

163

My parents, when they hear something about Cambodia, or they read
something about the Killing Fields, they're proud, because then people are
knowing something about us. There's not just this small group. California
has a whole section; Massachusetts has a whole section; Philadelphia has a
whole section. And people don't realize that at all.
A subtext of the participants' stories that I identified from my prior
experience with the families was the influence of post traumatic stress suffered by
many of the adults from the war years, which sometimes was transmitted to the
children. Noar, who was 20 and had dropped out of high school, came from one of
the more traditional Cambodian families. There were many stresses in her family
related to trauma from the war, the difficulties of cultural transition, and minimal
family communication. She described how hard this had been for her.
They don't talk to the kids about it [the war]. Sometimes my mom or dad
would have a dream about the past They would talk to each other about it,
but not to the kids. Or they would talk to the other adults... . Most
Cambodian families are dysfunctional, most of the fights [with parents]
combined with most of the teachers on their ass, bothering them, ail
combined. So they [students] get so depressed, upset and sometimes it leads
to suicidal thoughts. I know it has happened with me.
The children were affected in different ways by their parents' hardships, but they had
limited understanding of them and of Cambodia, because their parents did not
communicate freely with them about these things.
Noar gave an example of how this difficulty in communication affected her
ability to focus at school and how teachers didn't understand.
It’s hard for the kids to focus at school because of the family. It's hard for
other people to understand it. 'Cause our culture's a lot different from theirs.
Like talking to our parents can't solve things. Like normally, you .. .your
daughter would go to talk to you. You guys would talk it out, hug. Ours is
different. They [teachers] don't understand that. And also we don't show
affection. Really we don't show that we actually care about each other. We
don't settle things out. We fight and that’s it... And sometimes kids wish
they could be like other kids... other families. Their kids, they go out and
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have fun. They have nothing to woriy about. They're all happy. You see
most Cambodian kids, they're depressed. They're not happy.
Noar witnessed how "other families" who are not Cambodian interact and saw the
differences in her own experience. She mentioned TV as one source of her
information, a source that many of the young people viewed to understand the
American way of life. Distorted as that view may be, it contributed to feelings of
alienation. Not only did she wish she could have the caring she perceived others
receive, but her teachers didn't possess the cultural knowledge to understand what
she experienced.
While many of the adults dream of returning to their ancestral land (Um,
1999), the young people expressed different feelings about the possibility of going
back. Their ideas about present day Cambodia were sometimes based on magazine
and TV reports, as when Victoria spoke about why she didn't want to go to
Cambodia..
'Cause where my dad lived, it's in the country and if they know you're from
America, thousands and hundreds of people go around you and beg for
money. Another reason why is that if people know that you're rich, they'll
end up murdering you. I've read [about it] in magazines. Like they murder
people for merchandise. So I don't want to get murdered with people
hacking at you. That wouldn't be nice. [And] they're more ruthless in
Cambodia. I remember I watched [a story] on TV. This lady, she had to
work out of town, 'cause she had to make money and she was going to pay
the babysitter to watch the kids. And what the lady actually ended up doing,
was she sold her [daughter] to a whore house. And that girl was raped. See
they're more ruthless.
When I asked her brother Mach if he wanted to go back to Cambodia, he said
"No. I don't want to step on landmines." He learned about landmines in his global
studies class, which was the only information about Cambodia that he could
remember learning. In contrast, his friend Len said, "I really want to go." His
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information about Cambodia was much more direct, because a young woman had
arrived from Cambodia recently to live with his family. Whether or not their
information is accurate, most of the young people have no intention of returning to
live in Cambodia, though some consider visiting. They view themselves as living
their lives in America, which for some families is a cause of intergenerational
conflict.
While each family has dealt with resettlement differently, the participants'
stories indicated that the adults are tied to Cambodia to varying degrees that impact
the lives of their children. One of the extreme examples involves Len's father, who
arranged a marriage for him with a Cambodian woman and expected him to travel to
Cambodia for the ceremony. Len described his father as not knowing he was in
America. Bona spoke about the money that his family regularly sends to relatives in
Cambodia, despite their financial limitations. Compounding their difficulty in
adjusting to their resettled lives is how the skills, education and status that the adults
possessed in Cambodia have little value in America. One parent who was a monk and
teacher in Cambodia now works as a dishwasher. According to the participants, the
stressful effects on their children of parental struggles was rarely recognized by
school personnel.
Families' Cultural Expectations Influence Students' Behavior and Attitudes
The fear of Cambodian adults that their culture will be lost in this new life,
drives many to insist their children abide by traditional rules of behavior. Like all
families, the Cambodian elders feel the responsibility to transmit their culture,
language, religion and appropriate behavior to their children. The conversations I
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had with the Cambodian young people and their parents were filled with references
to the challenges of retaining Cambodian culture. The young people described their
families' teachings about expected behaviors in the world and in school. At the same
time, they understood the need to adapt to American culture if they were to
successfully live their lives in their new homeland. When they discussed the effects
of their families' values, worldviews and their culture, and how they are intrinsically
linked to their experiences in school, the participants' responses focused on the
themes of respect, maintaining face, speaking Khmer, and following Buddhist and
other cultural practices.
Respect for Elders Is a Core Value
Respect for elders is a strong component of Cambodian culture that was
mentioned by many of the young people. It was often presented by contrasting the
Cambodian perspective with what they witnessed in their American peers. For
example, Victoria declared,
Americans don't really have respect. For like elderly people. They just don't
have respect. That's one of the main things. We still have respect. I see that
all the time. Because you know you’re supposed to respect your teacher.
Because our custom, the elders, you're supposed to respect them. And that's
what I do.
And her sister Sarom made a similar point:
The way that we [Cambodian students] were raised compared to the way
other people were raised, is totally different. No matter what, we always
have to respect everyone. And we have to accept things. And with me, I
respect... I don't swear in front of adults; I don't do bad things in front of
adults; I pay attention; I stay quiet; and if they ask me a question, I'll answer
it. If I know the answer. And that's how I was raised.
Their friend Sina, an 18 year old senior at the high school, also spoke about
her parents' expectations. "They don't want me to be disrespectful to the elders.
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They don't want me to be loud. I guess it will draw attention and people will start
talking.”
Len, who is Noar's brother and was 22, similarly contrasted how he was
raised with how American kids relate to their parents.
I think it’s different than American kids. Like we still always listen to our
parents. We really have respect... that’s the way we was raised up. We
can’t change that. We can change our style or talk or eating, but we can’t
change how my parents raised me up since I was a little kid.
Related to the important value of showing proper respect is the role of
hierarchical relationships within Cambodian culture. "Cambodian beliefs are
reflected in the values of cooperation, filial piety, loyalty, obligation and rules of
propriety which operate within a system of prescribed roles and relationships
[emphasizing] subordination and interdependence” (Harry, 1992). How language is
used reflects the prescribed roles and if not used correctly is considered disrespectful.
Sarom's statement illustrated this understanding:
With Cambodian adults, I can't call them by their first names. I can’t even
call them by their last names. I have to call them 'aunt', 'uncle', 'grandma',
'grandpa' or something and if there's an older sibling, I just call them by their
name or little sibling by their name.
Her friend Rim, who was 18 and a senior at the Alternative school, explained
what respect means in her family, articulating a recurrent theme of the difficulties in
adapting to the different cultural expectations of home and school.
I'm too Americanized. Like my parents sometimes get mad at me when we're
eating. When you sit on the floor and eat with adults, you're supposed to be
respectful. You're supposed to sit in a certain way with your legs on the side
and I forget. I do certain things at school and then I have to remember how
to be at home. Language [also needs to be respectful]. You have to
remember how to talk to people.
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For Rim, going between the school culture and her home culture requires her to
remember how to be appropriately respectful at home, where the rules are quite
different. This is not only challenging for the students, but for teachers who are
often unaware of these cultural prescriptions and are likely to misinterpret students'
behavior. I remember how confused I was when a student would tell me about her
grandma and then when I tried to clarify who this person was, she would say "It's not
really my grandma. We just call her that." Yea is a respectful Khmer title for any
elder woman, but has no English equivalent. When the student tried to translate it
into the closest English word, it resulted in confusion. Another potential source of
misunderstanding can occur when a student such as Sarom "stays quiet” as a sign of
respect to a teacher, who may interpret such behavior as lack of participation.
A related theme emerged in the numerous stories from the participants about
their distress when their American peers were not respectful to their elders, such as
this one from Suzanne.
That’s the whole thing about being respectful to your elders. One time we
were at the Community Center and everyone was playing basketball in the
gym and Valerie, our mentor, we feel really comfortable [with her], a grown
friend. She was sitting on the stage. And Joe, this goofy Black guy, jumps
all over her. And I was like "What are you doing?” Crossing for us, an elder
person, like even jumping over their feet, especially their head [is
disrespectful]. And we were like "Why are you jumping over her? She’s so
much older than you." He was like whatever. But he did it again.
Many of the students expressed discomfort about the school environment because of
the behavior of their American peers. They witnessed teachers who from their
perspective did not demand the respect that they believed was necessary. At the
same time, their own reticence to speak out was viewed as a lack of participation and
resulted in rendering them invisible. Because showing respect to elders is so
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ingrained in Cambodian culture and because the ways it is manifested differ from
U.S. norms, there is much room for misunderstanding.
While the young people quoted above spoke of valuing their cultural
principle to respect elders, one parent confided to me that although in Cambodia
children respect their parents, that isn't the case here. His son, who was unresponsive
to his father's demands to do something productive with his life, had told his father
that if he was in Cambodia he would listen to him, but in the United States he doesn't
have to. For some families, the young people have adopted the behaviors of their
American peers, much to the consternation of their parents.
''Saving Face” in the Cambodian Community Adds Stress for Students
Another significant theme that emerged from a number of the interviews,
* although it was not mentioned explicitly by the Chan siblings, is how a child's
behavior, including academic achievement, is seen by the Cambodian community as
a reflection of her parents as good (or bad) parents. Consequently, the young people
described the added pressure of having their behaviors and achievements impact on
their parents' ability to 'maintain face.' Sina's previous comment that "people will
start talking" if she behaves inappropriately was reflective of perceptions that
appeared in many of the narratives. Len explains this tension producing situation:
So my dad want me to get a high school diploma for two reasons. It would
be good in my life definitely; at that point I would have a good job or go to
college. The second reason is "My son finished high school. He has a high
school diploma. How about your kid?" It’s just the bragging rights level.
And when Len dropped out of high school, his father felt it reflected on him.
I went through a lot of stuff 'cause I didn’t get a high school diploma....
"Everybody has something except for my son." So he felt like he
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disappointed his family. He felt like it was his fault. And then when it was
his fault; he come to me and then he basically put me down.
Although deeply desiring his children to gain an education, Len's father did
not have either the knowledge or skills to assist them in this endeavor. He felt shame
at not being able to provide help and at the same time placed the blame on his son for
not succeeding, which in turn produced shame in Len. When Len dropped out of
school, his father lost face in the community. The schools did not give the support
the parents were unable to provide, contributing to the dissension in the family and to
Len's inability to get through the system without his family's help.
Sina corroborated this stress from her own experience:
My parents want me to do well in school. 'Cause if I don't do well or if I drop
out of school, other parents are going to start talking "She was so smart What
happened?" I'm doing it for my parents. Yeah, it's really hard. Being
Cambodian is really hard.
For educators working with Cambodian students, it is important to understand how
the cultural complexities of the students' lives in relation to their families and
communities, especially the need for the family to maintain face, affect their school
lives.
Maintaining Khmer Language In An English-speaking World Presents
Challenges
A predominant theme focused on the maintenance of Khmer language, which
is traditionally valued as an essential marker of the retention of Cambodian culture.
Almost all the participants spoke of their limitations in speaking Khmer. Sarom's
depiction was typical of the participants' responses.
I've been so Americanized; the way the school is run, you have to speak
English. I forgot [how to speak] most of it (Khmer). [But] I understand most
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of it. When my parents ask me something. I'll reply to them, but I answer in
English. I know my culture, and my religion and I understand my parents
perfectly well without them speaking English. I can’t speak to my
grandparents at all. When they call and want to say 'hi' I'll just tell my
parents to talk to them.
Sarin expressed similar thoughts about having been Americanized to only speak
English and the difficulties of communicating with the elders who only speak
Khmer.
I speak English. Sometimes to the older people, I would speak Khmer. But
when I speak, it doesn't really flow. ’Cause I’ve been here so long and I go to
American schools and I have American friends, so I always speak English.
My parents can understand. They're good listeners. It's just that their
speaking is difficult I've never really had a problem communicating with my
parents. It's usually with the older people that I have problems.
Although both daughters said they have no problem communicating with their
parents, I would imagine that the depth of their communication is limited by the lack
of vocabulary each has in the spoken languages of the other generation. Most of the
participants indicated they didn't speak with their parents about school matters,
because "they wouldn't understand.” The students only know school vocabulary in
English, while their parents, if they possessed it at all, would only know it in Khmer.
Victoria also spoke of her, as well as her friends', limited fluency in Khmer:
[I speak Khmer] a little bit. Not with my mom a lot. I understand my mom
[but I speak to her in] English and Khmer. I'm not a good Khmer speaker, so
I sound weird. When it comes to my friends, like since we're all bad
Cambodian speakers, we all speak it. So it sounds funny. We all say
something different. We understand [each other]. When we have karaoke, I
could read a little bit. But that's like little.
Participation in karaoke was mentioned a number of times by participants. At
community events that I attended, there would often be a time when the band would
stop playing and a Cambodian video would be shown with the Khmer words written
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across the screen. Members of the older generations would take turns holding the
microphone and singing along with the video. Being able to read the words on the
screen is an esteemed indicator of someone's Khmer literacy skills.
When Sarin was attending college, she decided to take a Khmer course at the
University. She talked about her experience in the class.
I was surprised that I did really well in the class. I learned how to read and
write within two semesters (laughs). I was surprised and he [the teacher] was
surprised too. I can listen to the karaoke and read it now. That's what I
wanted to do in the first place. You know a lot of people around here listen
to karaoke and I wanted to be able to do that, to read. For me to take Khmer,
I kind of felt special. I was doing something that not anyone else was doing.
That's what I like about it.
Sarin mentioned here, as she did in other contexts, that she felt special when she did
something different from her peers. She was able to participate with the older
generation in the karaoke ritual. By developing Khmer literacy, she was bringing
honor to her family.
Victoria, while acknowledging her own limited fluency in Khmer, was
adamant that it was important for her children to be Khmer speakers. She planned to
rely on her mom and other Cambodian community members to transmit the language
to her children.
[When I have children] I'm going to teach them all Cambodian. I'm going to
go to Cambodian school. I know enough for them to know the basics and
that works. And plus I have my mom. My mom's going to be speaking
Cambodian to them, because I'm not going to let her speak American to them.
I'm going to have them in an environment where there's Cambodian people.
These young people, as they become more ''Americanized" are at risk of losing their
Cambodian identity. Yet it was clear from their comments that they recognized the
significance of Khmer language in maintaining their cultural ties and intend to
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enable their potential children to retain their heritage - even as they themselves are
losing it.
Spiritual Practices Mesh Traditional Beliefs with New Approaches
The theme of spiritual preferences emerged from all the interviews. While
the majority of the young people claimed a Buddhist identity, some also spoke of
connections to Christianity.
When I asked Mach if his family practices Buddhism, he looked around the
living room, which is full of Buddhist artifacts, and said, "Sure looks like it." But
when I asked if he considered himself Buddhist, he responded with this story:
No, my parents told me I'm a Mormon. I went to a Mormon church when I
was young. People call on Jesus. I remember that. There's a church by the
high school. In Sunday school I got yelled at. For coloring Jesus brown.
Who cares [if] he's got color? I was a little kid. I colored Jesus brown.
There's many stories in books and bibles and you just have to pick the one
that goes with Jesus. I got yelled at. She traumatized me. What were we
doing? Coloring? I can remember things I got traumatized from. I
remember that.
Although he no longer attends the Mormon church where he was traumatized and
does attend the community Buddhist gatherings, he still described himself as
Mormon. I asked if his parents went as well and he replied, "No, just us [kids]. One
of our sponsors [took us there]. I was baptized. WHATEVER! I'm a bad Mormon."
The Mormon Church was a frequent sponsor of Cambodian refugees, and families
often felt that they should show their gratitude by sending their children to the
church.
Noar's family was also sponsored by the Mormon Church and she explained
how she developed an approach to her spirituality that is anchored in Buddhism but
also incorporates a Christian belief in God:
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Actually, when we first moved here, we went to the Mormon church as a
family for about two years. But then suddenly we just stopped going. Like
back then I had friends at the Mormon Church. When we went to middle
school, [one] recognized me. And then we talked and she tried to get me
back. And then they started calling us up. I don't know what's up with the
Mormon’s community. They keep on bothering you, no matter how much
you tell them you're not interested. Like right now I have that Topnotch
branch calling me all the time to go to church or let them talk to me and help
me out. And I basically tell them no, in a nice way, and they keep on
bothering me. That's why I'm not going to be with this church, because it's
bs. They should respect my wishes. But Buddhism's cool. I used to go
meditating at the [Tibetan] Buddhist monastery when I was really stressed
out. It helped me out a lot. I was talking to the monks there too. It's
different, but it's the only one we have. And I just need to go somewhere
where there’s somebody I can relate to. And those guys are really cool. They
really give you good advice. I was a Mormon, but I was pressured into it. I
basically had friends there. But for the religion, I really didn't_I know that
there is a higher being. There's god. I do believe in god. And also, I do
believe in the Buddha teachings. I think my religion's more Buddhism.
Noar attended the Mormon Church to honor her family's sponsors, but did not want
to continue, despite the pressure from Church members. The Athens Cambodian
community is too small to have its own temple as larger communities do. But Noar
found in the Tibetan monastery a place "where there's somebody I can relate to."
Although Tibetan Buddhism takes a different form from Cambodian Buddhism, it
was the closest she could get to a comfortable spiritual refuge.
Taking a different direction, Victoria tells people that she's Christian and
Sarom describes how her little sister's religious identification differs from her own.
She'll say that she's a Christian. She's gone to church. She can't now,
because she has no ride, but she'll tell you that she's a Christian. But where
I'll tell you, "This is my little sister; she's a Christian and I'm her older sister
and I'm Buddhist" It's like that culture is sort of rubbing on her. She's still
proud of having Buddhist beliefs, but she'll still tell you she's Christian. She
won't say that she's Buddhist.
But this is how Victoria herself explained the belief system she has
constructed that melds Buddhism with Christianity :
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I have pride, being Cambodian. I'm [also] Christian. It's not really part of
my life. 'Cause the thing is you don't have to go to church to say you're
Christian. All you have to do is believe in god. And believe in the teachings
that he teaches you and try to follow the teachings and ask for his
forgiveness. But I believe in the Buddhist teachings. I believe in
reincarnation. I could be Christian. I believe you could go to heaven. But
god can bring you back into another person. As a teacher Buddha thought
that if you're good in life, you'll earn rewards and you'll be a better person in
your next life. See that's me. I want to have a good life.
Victoria has adopted some Christian beliefs, such as believing in God and heaven.
But she also subscribes to two core beliefs of Buddhism: "the concept of karma, the
notion that one's actions in previous lives and the resulting store of merit that one has
accumulated determine one's current life situation and the related doctrine of
reincarnation, the idea that every individual is caught up in a cycle of rebirth"
(Smith-Hefner, 1999, p.34). These beliefs were mentioned by a number of the
participants as significantly influencing how they lead their lives.
Suzanne and Sophine are twins who were in 11th grade when I spoke with
them. Their father is African American, but it is their Cambodian mother who
guides their spiritual lives. The two young women explained their understanding of
Buddhism, which plays an important role in their lives.
Su: [What's important is] praying, giving homage to Buddha basically.
’Cause we don’t know all die chants, so we’re not really ...
So: We know some of them. The one with the English. Our mom, she says
she knows some of them and she can read it but she doesn’t really understand
it, but sometimes she gets us to read that, 'cause they have all the
explanations in English. [She'll say] "I don’t really understand it. Can you
explain it to me?" I’m like "Okay."
Su: That’s really important. You have to remember [the ancestors].
So: And you have to thank Buddha for everything.
Su: And you have to pray to them. Our grandma, when she got mad at us,
she was like "I hope I never meet you in my next life." But when she goes to
pray, she would pray that she’ll meet the whole family again in the next life.
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So: In one life, if you’re really, really good and you’re all saint-like, you
reach ... how do you say it in English - nirvana?.
Su: If you are really, really bad you are reborn as an ant and you get stepped
on and you die (laugh). Something like that.
So: I definitely [want to live that way].
Su: Yeah.
Some of the young people expressed concern about how they would be able
to maintain traditions after their parents die. Suzanne talked about a conversation
among a group of her friends.
Everyone was talking about weddings. What are we going to do? Are we
going to have Cambodian weddings? What are we going to do when our
parents die? And everyone was like we don’t know any... like the Buddhist
chants or whatever. We go to the temple and sit there and be quiet. We
wanted to go bring Sina’s grandma to the temple, her ashes, and the monks
were sitting there doing the chants. Only two people knew it out of the whole
group. And people were feeling really stupid.
Suzanne and her friends realized they don't have sufficient knowledge to carry on the
traditions, which was a cause of concern. All the young people interviewed were
present and participated to varying degrees in the community Buddhist celebrations
and rituals that I have attended over the years. Although they have less
understanding than their parents about Buddhist teachings, much of what they say
indicates they have incorporated many of the precepts into their value systems.
These values, guided by a belief in reincarnation that encourages doing good in one's
life to be assured of a beneficial rebirth, include respect for the elders (and
ancestors), compassion, generosity and moderation.
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Balancing Home Cultural Expectations with Those from the Larger U.S.
Culture Is Challenging
Some of the participants mentioned how their practices at home reflect
traditional Cambodian ways of living that differ from what would be found in an
’American' house. Sophine gave an example about dinnertime.
If you look, at Savanna’s house and maybe Victoria’s house, it’s not really a
traditional American house. Like us, we don’t even have a dinner table
because like you just don’t eat on dinner tables. It’s not the same. Noar's
parents don’t really speak that much English. Like for Noar, they don’t know
how to raise their kids in America, because in Cambodia it’s totally different.
It’s like a huge culture shock.
Noar's brother Len also mentioned that dinnertime is not an opportunity for family
conversation, as it is in many American homes. He said," We don’t have
conversations [in my family]. We don’t talk at the table. We don't talk when we
eat.” Dinner table conversations are one of the ways White middle class families
ensure communication with their children and develop the kind of skills expected in
the school environment. This difference is one of many that disadvantage the
Cambodian children when they confront school expectations.
And these are not the only adjustments Cambodian students have to make in
their cultural border-crossings. There are also contrasting dating expectations.
Suzanne and Sophine discussed these differences, emphasized by their grandmother's
shock at American dating customs.
Su: We don’t really party anyway, because we’re just not party people.
That’s what’s so different about Asian and American culture.
So: The whole thing about being pious and not being touched by a guy until
after you’re married. Like here if you go to a party, girls [are] freaking on
guys. Like our grandma was watching "Booty Call" and they were at a dance
and this girl was freaking all over this guy’s mouth. And she was like "What
is she doing? Oh my god!” (laughing).
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Children are also burdened by certain expectations placed on them based on
cultural tradition. Len spoke about his feelings of responsibility.
You know, I’m the oldest son. I have the responsibility to take care. When I
grow up and have my own family, of course I have to take care of my dad,
my mom. That’s what the oldest have to do. I have to take care of my little
sister, my sister and my little brother. You know, I don’t want to, but you
have to. You’re the oldest son in the family.
The theme of responsibility toward family emerged from many of the
interviews as a primary focus of the young people, something one would not often
hear from many White middle class students. Len not only had the weight of his
responsibility as the oldest son. He was burdened by his father's insistence that he
adhere to the traditional Khmer practice of arranged marriages. Len explained the
situation.
My family want a lot of stuff from me. They want [what's] best for them.
They want me to get married, because they think she can take care of me.
She’ll lead me to a good life, husband, whatever. That’s my dad’s idea. I
don’t believe it. I’m still young. I feel like, for me to find a wife is for me to
look for a wife.
He struggled between disobeying his father, which he felt terrible about, and
following his own heart. As he said, "I'm too young to get married. And I already
have a [American] girlfriend."
The cultural practices that are expected of the Cambodian students are
powerfully woven into their lives, yet most of their teachers are unaware of the
impact these expectations have on their students.
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Education Is Important to Cambodian Families, Although Involvement May
Take Different Forms
Some educators incorrectly assume that education is not valued by
Cambodian families because their involvement takes different forms from that of
mainstream families. However, education is highly regarded in Cambodian culture
with Buddha considered to be the greatest teacher of all (Canniff, 2001). This view
relates both to traditional Cambodian attitudes about the high status of educated
people as well as the knowledge that education is necessary for productive lives in
America. The theme of the importance of education was revealed by the young
people's comments, demonstrating that it was important to their parents, as well as
themselves, that they obtain an education. Sarom described the family conflict that
resulted from her dropping out of high school.
I really wish that I could have gotten my high school diploma, just to make
my parents proud. When my brother.. .well my brother didn't drop out, he
got kicked out. When they saw him go to Community College to work on his
GED, they supported him in every way. They're mad at me because I
dropped out. At the same time, I explained to them that I'm getting my GED,
and I'm going to go to school still and they don't have to worry at all.
And Sarin explained her parents' concern that her dating relationship could
interfere with her completing her education.
That's why a lot of Asian parents don't want their kids to date until after school,
because they feel that if they do date, it's going to mess them up and they're not
going to focus on school. That's what my parents worried about for me too and I had
to prove them wrong. We all have strengths and weaknesses. So I had to prove to
them I had a boyfriend and I'm still doing everything I'm doing. [I've been in this
relationship] a long time.
But as much as Cambodian parents care about their children's education, they
rarely have the resources to help their children navigate the U.S. school system.
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Sarom reported that "My mom, she does have a high school diploma. But it doesn't
really mean that much, because she got it back there. My dad never went to high
school." And Len described his teachers' misperception that he would receive help
from his parents:
I think the teachers thought that our parents would read to us. They thought
like American kids, their parents would read to them. That’s how they get
the education from their parents. But for us, our parents can’t read English.
So I figure they’re like, "Okay, he’s going home with this book." But when I
got a book, I’m looking at the pictures.
In addition to their limited education, Sarom also mentioned that her parents work 12
hours a day, as "they're trying to pay off everything." Even if they were able to
help, most parents do not have the time or the energy available.
The difficulty of communication described in the previous section is another
factor in the parents' inability to help students with schoolwork. Further
complicating the situation is the parents' lack of knowledge about the American
educational system. In an interview with Chath and Bona's aunt, Thiem, she
described the differences she saw between her educational experiences in Cambodia
and what she sees in the United States:
The way the teacher teach in Cambodia, they are like a parent. They are
allowed to hit a student if they misbehave, if they do not speak properly, if
they don't sit properly, they don't talk properly, things like that. Just like your
parents do for you at home in Cambodia. So they have that title and the
parents don't have that much power over their children at home. The teacher
in Cambodia has a lot of power. In this country, teachers don't have power
and a lot of teachers get to become "You know what? I don't care. I'm just
going go to work and earn my pay check. I don't care. I come to school, I
teach. If they don't want to work, fine."... All I know is that in Cambodia,
you go to school, you go to teacher and you're done. You respect the teacher;
you call the teacher 'teacher'. You don't call them by name. If you call them
by name, you're going to get hit big time. Because that's showing you
disrespecting. So when I first went to school [in the United States] and I
called teachers, [they said] "Oh no, no, no! You don't call us teacher. You
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call us by name." And I was like "what?" We would have got beat up like
crazy. So it's like a whole culture, school and everything. It's a lot, a lot, a
lot to learn.
The Cambodian perspective that what happens in school is the responsibility
of the teacher and the student is significantly different than the U.S. attitude that
parents are supposed to be involved in their children's education and causes
confusion and criticism from both sides. Many teachers are unaware that while they
expect parents to assist their children with school work, the parents assume that is the
teacher's responsibility. When teachers have conferences with parents, at some
elementary schools there are efforts to include parents in the educational process by
asking them what they would like their children to learn during the year. I have
heard that the reaction of some parents is "What's wrong with these teachers? Don't
they know what to teach?" At the same time, teachers believe that the Cambodian
parents don't care about their children's education because of what they perceive as a
lack of involvement.
Given all these obstacles, students' families are unlikely to have the resources
or the necessary knowledge to provide the kind of help to their children traditionally
expected in Athens and other U.S. schools. Educators who wish to provide
successful educational experiences for Cambodian students need to develop an
understanding of all these elements.
Because their parents are unable to help them with school matters, the young
people often relied on their friends and siblings for assistance. Almost all the
participants voiced the importance of their friendships with their peers. Suzanne
talked about how the Asians [i.e. Cambodians] get together regularly. "All the
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Asians go to the mall on Friday around 4:00 and hang out and then everyone goes to
Victoria’s house and chill and whatever.” Victoria has close friends who aren't
Cambodian, largely related to the fact that she was the only Cambodian at her grade
level. But she also expressed the importance of having time to be with other
Cambodian students.
I only have three or four (non-Cambodian) friends that I keep close to. And
we have basically the same thoughts - no drugs, school is important, stuff like
that. But we have fun doing that. And we make fun of the people who try to
be cool. And they’re not Cambodian. But the Cambodian people still try to
hang out with each other. But it gets kind of hard during the school year.
But we always manage to do it.
But she also touched on an issue that her oldest sister, Sarin, stressed in her
interview, that "it matters who your friends are." She wants to be with friends who
share her commitment to education and who will not distract her from her goals. In
explaining why many Cambodian students don't do well in school, she said,
I think it's who they [Cambodian students] hang out with. It has a really big
impact on you. And it matters if you’re a leader or a follower. And a lot of
them are followers. If they see something cool, they want to be cool. And
like Sarin, she's a leader. You can tell. She put her foot down. "I want to go
to school." With all the other people, still trying to go past a GED. Still
trying to go to high school. Still trying to go to college and they can't do it.
She is my model. In school, her friends, well her old friends, they still make
fun of her because she was smart. And she realized that they weren't really
her friends. Then she knew that in ten years, she'll be somewhere and they'll
still be just 'somebody'. That's what I think.
Sarin has provided a model to Victoria of a goal-directed attitude that
required separating herself from friends who would not be good influences on her.
This is how Sarin described her road to success:
I grew up with a lot of the Cambodian girls my age. And we kind of grew
apart in middle school. I don't know, peer pressure or kids thinking they're
better than everyone else. I wasn't cool enough. It was a lot of competition
and a lot of jealousy going around. And I just decided that it wasn't getting
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me anywhere. By 8th grade I realized I was going to be in high school and I
actually wanted to make something of myself and wanted to go somewhere.
I made a choice of not hanging out with them and just focusing on my
education. So in 8th grade, I started doing that... And so then I went to high
school and then again I wasn't hanging out with them, because supposedly I
wasn't cool enough and I was too nerdy. And I went my way and they went
their way. You know I just started focusing on my education, and I found
new friends, really good friends, who wanted the same goals that I did and
dreams and stuff like that. And that's the kind of people that kind of helped
me, because when you're around those kind of people, it's like you want to...
. they're encouraging you to do better, and to do good. And that's what I did.
Ninth grade to 12th grade, just doing my homework, involved with sports and
activities.
Friends (and siblings) also can serve as sources of information for
understanding how the educational system works. Victoria explained how she knew
which classes to take. As the youngest of the group, she benefited from the
knowledge of those who went before her as she decided which teachers were "nice".
I hear [from other people] too. And I agree with their opinion, because they
know what nice is, because sometimes teachers can seem nice at the
beginning and be mean in the middle and at the end. And that's what they tell
me. Sarom, Sarin, all my friends that went to the high school [tell me].
When Suzanne described her peer relationships, she gave a revealing
description of the lunch time scene in the cafeteria reminiscent of Tatum's (1997)
book "Why Are All the Black Kids Sitting Together in the Cafeteria?"
It’s kind of weird,' cause sometimes all the Asians tend to sit on one side [of
the cafeteria], but we don’t do it on purpose. Like people are used to sitting
in certain parts, like whoever gets there first. It’s like me, Amy, Serey, Sina,
Thiem, Shavon. 'Cause Shavon is half Black and half White. And we have
a whole bunch of White people. We have these two twins and they’re
German. So they’re like kind of White, but kind of not. And then there’s
Jasmina. She speaks their language. So those three are really close friends.
And me, Sina, Thiem and Serey and Savanna are all connected.
Although Suzanne said "we don't do it on purpose," it is likely that the Cambodian
students sit together for mutual support in an environment that marginalizes them.
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The other students she described, a biracial girl and ESOL students, are also
excluded from the dominant group. When she described the ESOL students as "kind
of White, but kind of not" she was recognizing their subordinated status as English
language learners that gave them membership at the table.
Friendships provided support and, for many, connections to the Cambodian
community. But for some, they were chosen consciously to strengthen goals of
educational achievement, which resulted in distancing from Cambodian peers who
were perceived as distracting from these goals.

Success Involves Balancing Emotional Satisfaction with Academic
Achievement
When discussing their goals and what it means to be successful, the emergent
themes stressed maintaining a balance between emotional satisfaction on one hand
and work and educational achievement on the other. Each of the siblings in the Chan
family articulated their life goals and how they relate to their conceptions of success.
Sarom has well-defined educational goals, but is equally concerned with emotional
balance.
After the GED, I'm going to go straight to Community College, 'cause I really
want to go to culinary arts school, so I'm going to get the liberal arts classes
out of the way at Community College. Because culinary arts requires liberal
arts. And then hopefully get a transfer to the state schools, 'cause that will be
cheaper for me. I want to do something with culinary arts, but I also want to
have something that I love. I want to make sure that I'm prepared, if that
doesn't work, that I have this other thing that I love and that I could fall back
on. I think that education is important. Even though I am a dropout, I think
it's important, so I'm going to continue my education. And I'm sort of taking
it day by day, because right now. I'm happy. I might be a loser to other
people, but I'm a happy person. I think that people's main goals should be to
be happy - with themselves and their life. If they aren't happy, then do
something about it. That's your goal. That's what you're successful about. If
you do something about that unhappiness.
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She contrasted the U.S. perspective of success with her own, which is more in
keeping with a Cambodian traditional approach of balance.
Here it's sort of like black and white. Successful is like finishing school and
getting a higher paying job and completing what you're supposed to
complete. And then there's another successful where you feel happy with
who you are. And you accept it. You accept that you are proud to be who
you are.
Sarom included " I want to make sure my parents are well taken care of" as
part of her goals. This goal also reflects the traditional Cambodian value that
children are responsible to provide for aging parents. The theme of taking care of
one's parents as an important part of one's goals was mentioned by a number of
participants. Sarin even connected this expectation to teachers when she said,
"When you retire, if you didn't teach them [students] correctly, how are you going to
have them take care of you?"
Sarom viewed her older sister's achievements as successful and influenced by
her parents' support.
I know my older sister’s going to be successful. She's graduating [from
college] this year. She's been on the Dean's list for her whole college career.
She's had six awards. She's been in the honor society at Athens College;
she's gotten awards in college for doing all these things. She's so focused and
my parents support her so much. From the get go, my parents spoiled her and
I guess she's proving to them that she's worth it.
Sarin, who was described by both her sisters as a role model, did receive a
great deal of support from her parents. Her parents want their children to achieve an
education and she, along with her sisters aspire to this goal. But when Sarin
discussed her path, it was much more goal-oriented than the other participants with
little reference to aspects of balancing her academic life with emotional satisfaction.
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Because her achievements and her approach are substantially different than her
siblings and her peers, it is illuminating to provide a detailed description of her
experiences.
From high school I went to Athens College. I did really well at AC. Straight
A's and A plusses and I made it on the management fraternity program,
which you have to have a certain average to get into it. And I made it in the
Oracle Society which is also an honorary program. And the Gold award for
getting one of the highest GPA’s. [The awards] are all at my mom's house. [I
left Athens College] because I didn't feel like I was being challenged enough.
My impression of going to college was that I was going to work hard and that
I was going to get an A, but I had to really work. I mean it felt good to have
an A and an A plus, but I didn't feel like I was being challenged enough.
Something was wrong because I was getting A's. I wanted to go to Topnotch,
because I knew I would get that challenge.
She gave a thoughtful description of her plans after graduating from
Topnotch University: It is clear that she continued to think through all the
ramifications of each decision, even going against her parents' wishes when she saw
a better way.
I'm going for a masters in January. I'm getting my MBA and I might
concentrate in accounting or marketing. [Now] I'm working at the Dollar
Tree at the Mall. [So it's just like] an after school job. I started there as a
cashier and now I'm assistant manager. I like working there. My parents
wanted me to get a full time job after I graduated from Topnotch, but I didn't
want to, because it made no sense. I actually was planning to take a year or
two off before getting my masters. But I decided it was best to do it now.
Along with her educational goals. Sarin included her need for Cambodian
community.
After I get the degree, I definitely want to move, but I'll have to see what
happens. I want to find a full time job. I really don't know what in yet.
Just anything that interests me. I was thinking like probably Boston.
Because there's a lot of Cambodian people there. I want to be somewhere
where there's a lot_so I feel comfortable.
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When I asked Sarin what accounts for the difference between her experiences and
those of her peers, she replied,
I don't know. I still don't understand. People ask me that all the time. "What
made this change?" I don't really know. I just know that when I was in 8th grade,
I was thinking about what I wanted to do and what I wanted to be and how I was
going to get there. And I knew that if I had taken the other path, I wasn't going to
get there.
Victoria, her younger sister, spoke of success similarly to Sarom, reflecting the
Buddhist precept to follow the "middle path" and avoid extremes (Smith-Hefner, 1999;
Canniff, 2001).
[To be successful] basically, be good. In Cambodian culture, you got to
respect your parents; you got to respect people older than you; you got to try
to do your best, in work, school, whatever. Be good. Just to do good. Be the
best you can be. Be yourself. That's what I think of success. And do what
you want to do. Like in college, if you major in something you don't want to
do, and you don't like it, you're not going to try your best. But if you like it,
you're going to do better and better, give it your all. [Teachers] tell us how
you do good in the class and we do all these requirements, but that's not the
same thing as saying you be successful in life. Like "You'll be successful in
life if you know how to read " Right. Mathematics, the basics. That's how
you get through in life. You can't be successful and just think like that. Like
you'd be the worst student and then you get out of high school and be so
successful. 'Cause look at Mach; he was a bad student, but he likes
computers and he does really good. He's doing what he likes. See that's me.
I want to have a good life. That's just me. To other people, a good life could
be drugs, money, whatever. To me a good life would be education.
Victoria differentiated being a successful person by her standards (reflecting
Cambodian values) from the school conception of success. Although she
incorporated education as an important personal goal, one that fits into the
mainstream definition of success, she was clear that there are other elements that are
important as well. The young people frequently expressed their commitment to
working hard, but not at the expense of their personal happiness.
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Victoria said that "to me a good life would be education" and she had plans to
accomplish that, as indicated by the following words:
[My goal is] to go to college. Get through college and get my teaching
degree. I want to be a teacher, (laughs). But I have to think about it again.
Because the economy is real bad and teachers are getting laid off. I am going
to Community College and then I'm going to Teachers College, because I
want to experience if teaching, how good it is, [whether] it's good teaching
school. Then I'm going to go to Athens College (AC ) [because] I always
wanted to go to AC.
Although, she wants to be a teacher, she was reconsidering that choice based on
information that it might not be a financially secure occupation. But she was also
considering Athens College which her sister, as well her favorite teacher, attended.
As the youngest in her family, she has accumulated substantial cultural capital, which
influences her decision making.
Her brother Mach, who was "kicked out" of high school, is working for a
computer store and wants to get his GED
So I can go farther. Go to college and get a better education in what I like.
Or what I'm into. And go from there. [I'd study] engineering or electronic
engineering. I like engineering. I know how things work.
He also distinguished between a school definition of success and his own.
There's book smart and there's other smart. Big deal. You can say "I'm book
smart" and you can say "How would I know that?" [In school] you study and
that's how you get smart. You're studying and you tell problems on stage or
in the classroom out loud to everybody, (laugh) You better get it right or you
look stupid. [The kind of smart that you have ...] Doesn't apply to there. It
won't teach me what you need to learn and "blah, blah and this is the way to
do that and this."
Mach's kind of smart was never recognized in school, contributing to his
unsuccessful experiences there. But he and his siblings know that there's more than
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one way to be successful. He also spoke of his perception of what teachers would
consider a successful student, which he views from his perspective "out in the field."
They would say it's about get a good education and go out into the field.
When you get to the field you get to see it totally different. 'Cause I'd like to
get a .., mostly I have to graduate right now. The only way I can get a [good]
job.
Mach also said that he wants to be rich, but to feel happy about himself, he
would use his money for the betterment of the world. This attitude reflects the
Cambodian values of both following the middle path, where an excess of money can
only lead to an imbalanced state, and also, of showing generosity to others.
If I had money to donate, I would do the same thing [as Bill Gates]. What
else would you do with that with money if you want to feel happy about
yourself? What can you do? Give it to fight cancer, AIDS, whatever.
Because I definitely want to be rich.
According to Buddhist doctrine, karma, the accumulation of good or bad actions,
determines the quality of the next life. One means by which one can transform one's
karma is to acquire merit and according to Canniff (1999), "giving is still the most

common and most significant means for acquiring merit" (p.86).
Mach's desire to give to others was echoed by other participants, as in this
remark by his friend Bona about how he would feel successful. Bona, who was 20,
had dropped out of high school.
With my thoughts and ideas about what I would do with it [money], I think
that would make me feel successful. Like say I hit the lotto; I hit a billion
dollars or something. From how my country got bombed and all that stuff, I
would want to take out all the mines that are still there. You know, cleared
up, build up the city, the temples again. And how it's all messed up now.
And how there's so many dead things all over the forest that was there before
from the bombs. Just bring them back.
Bona also reflected about why being rich is often equated with success.
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It's just a difference with money and how money makes the world go round.
'Cause a lot of people say because with the green, there's a lot of words you
can put into it like 'power' or 'respect' or you know. . There's so much energy
in just a piece of paper and you're out there working, you know, and pushing
and driving yourself to get there, 'cause that's just the way how it is, that's
how things are run. That's how we see it as being successful.
He recognized that "the way things are run" in the United States, in order to have
power or receive respect, it is necessary to have money. This contrasted with his
own values of what he wants.
Accomplish in my life? I guess I want to say like a simple life. But you can’t
really have a simple life, because that's just the way it is. Just enough to be
able to support my family. That's really the most important thing.
Sarom also explored the significance of money in her parents' lives in
America, where one needs to earn enough money to survive.
Money plays a big role here. In other places money doesn't play a big role.
Like over there [Cambodia] I guess, there's people that are just trying to
survive out there. Where, here, if you don't have money, you can't survive.
People here, take for granted how just outside of their world, there's a bigger
place. And money does play a big role. Like here, the majority of people are
comfortable and they are happy where they are. And they have the money to
support themselves and their family. And then there's people, like my
parents, who are working really hard just to have a comfortable living.
There's people who take for granted what money can do. I know my parents,
they are happy with being here. There's working toilets. They have a solid
house to sleep in. They don’t have to go find their food. Money is a big part
of that.
Sina's thoughts about what it means to be successful affirmed the previous
statements and contributed another dimension that was alluded to by the others,
"making their parents happy."
Successful. Mmm. Well, finishing school. Making their parents happy. And
money. Yeah. Not a lot of money. Money they can live on. Enough to survive.
[And what does a successful student look like?] (Laughs). Hmmm. I don't know.
Happy.
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Each of the Chan siblings, as well as their peers, recognized that success in
America is tied to educational achievement and they each had plans on how to
accomplish that. However, the three younger siblings also made distinctions between
their conceptions of success (being a good person; doing what makes one happy;
making one's parents happy and secure in their old age; and contributing to those in
need) and what they saw as the U.S. definition of success which encompasses being
"book smart", finishing school, getting a high paying job and "completing what
you're supposed to complete." Although these binary descriptions may not be as
unequivocal as they are presented, they reflected the feelings of alienation from
mainstream values many of the young people experienced. The challenge they face
is how to balance their emotional needs and cultural beliefs with their academic
goals; how to achieve success that integrates their values with those of the world in
which they are living. Sarin appeared to have taken on a more mainstream
conception of success, which may relate to her position as the oldest in the family
where she feels she has to accomplish more and relishes the opportunity to "be
special." It is important for educators to acknowledge Cambodian students'
conceptions of success and strive to incorporate the students' perspectives into the
educational process.
Conclusion
The literature on Cambodian history and culture sets the stage for
understanding the lived experiences of the young people in this study. The struggles
that they and their family experience reflect the disruption of their lives in Cambodia
and the challenges of creating new lives in a foreign environment. Determined to
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retain their cultural heritage, they have also had to adapt to a their present
circumstances. Family and cultural influences play important roles in the lives of the
Cambodian students. There are many expectations on them that differ from those of
their American peers. Sometimes these differing expectations cause conflict and
confusion, but the young people respect their parents' wishes and struggle to fulfill
them. As educators have the good fortune to work with these students, they also
have an opportunity to enrich their own lives by learning from them. Unless they
recognize the value of this prospect, they lose the chance to be more effective
teachers.
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CHAPTER 7
"I LIVE BETWEEN TWO LIFE STYLES"
MULTIPLE IDENTITIES

A second major theme that emerged from the data encompasses the question of
identity construction. What are the identities that the young people in the study have
constructed for themselves? And how do these multiple identities influence their
interactions, their behaviors, their attitudes and their achievement in the school setting?
What identities are ascribed to them by their teachers and classmates? How does this
outside identification affect their experiences in school? These are some of questions
that emerged for me during the interviews that I will address in examining this theme.
When discussing racial and ethnic identity I make the assumption that race is a
social construction and that racial or ethnic identities often "remain most salient to
individuals of racial or ethnic groups that have been historically disadvantaged or
marginalized" (Tatum, 17). As one of the participants said, "When we were in
Cambodia, we were just people." It is only in the diverse racialized society that they
now live that race and ethnicity take on significance.
Identity issues are important because they impact how young people interact in
the world and more specifically, in school. Their identities are constantly shifting as
they encounter different influences and contexts. Some develop oppositional identities
(e.g. as disengaged students or school dropouts) to cope with oppressive situations.
Many develop bicultural competence, "the ability to function in two different cultures
by switching between two sets of values and attitudes" (Phinney & Rotherman, 1987,
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p.24). Identity construction is a dynamic process, changing in response to different
contexts and over time; it is not a static definition.
Multiple Identities Reflect the Complexities of
Cross-cultural Lives.
The responses of the young people concerning their identities were as varied
as the respondents. Their identities have been constructed in relation to their family
and Cambodian cultural influences, as well as from external sources that position them
in relation to the dominant White society in which they live and the youth culture of
the United States. They also reflect each young person's individual reactions to a
variety of influences and how they integrated or rejected them at different periods of
their lives. They gave responses that varied in different contexts and were sometimes
contradictory.
It is significant that all of these young people have parents who are first
generation Americans, who have come to this country as refugees, who have
experienced war trauma and whose primary identification is as Cambodian. The
adults still have emotional and physical connections to Cambodia; they speak Khmer
in their homes; they participate in Buddhist practices and beliefs; they eat Cambodian
food; they adhere to traditional Cambodian values. For their children, all of these
elements are part of their home life. When they go to school, they also take on their
'American' identities and merge the two into new hybrid forms.
When speaking about their ethnic identification, the participants' responses
included Cambodian, Cambodian American, Asian, American, and something in
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between. However, when analyzing their responses to questions about how they lived
their lives, they all reflected a strong identification with Cambodian culture.
When I asked the Chan siblings how they identified ethnically, Sarin (along with
four other participants) defined themselves as Cambodian. Sarom and Victoria (and
two others) said they were Cambodian American. Mach replied that ” I don't think of
myself as anything. I'm just a regular person. I don't care if I’m brown.” Even within
the same family, there were different forms of identification.
Bona presented the complexity of many of their experiences.
I would say I was basically American, since I was raised here, but I used to have
that culture inside of me, being Cambodian, having the language and everything
and being Buddhist and all that. I don't know, it's being back and forth. Both
cultures. Learning to adapt with both of them.
I live between two life styles. It's like you go out into the world and you have to
speak English. And then when you come home you got to speak Cambodian.
And you got to be a little bit of both of them, to get an education and to be a part
of your family. And trying to keep up with both of them, especially growing up
that way, from the day you were bom. It's like something's expected from you,
you know, with your knowledge of knowing your place. So the way I see it, a
lot of us search for our own place to be, instead of having to decide on between
both sides.
Bona described himself as being American at school and Cambodian at home,
suggesting bicultural competence. He talked about finding his "own place” rather than
choosing one or the other, a theme that repeated in many interviews. Sarom stated
"I'm very proud to be Cambodian. When I do tell people where I'm from, I actually tell
them I'm Cambodian. That I'm Thai. And that I'm a citizen of the Philippines." Her
self-identification reflects her parents' identity as Cambodian and also Thai, because
her mother was raised near the Thai border. When they were forced to flee Cambodia,
they lived for a period of time in a refugee camp in the Philippines, where Sarom was
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bom. But she also said , "I can't consider myself a complete Asian, 'cause I've been
Americanized."
She, like Bona, identified language as a salient factor in her identity at school
and at home. She also talked about the way she dresses as a reflection of her identity.
I know I'm proud of my culture. If we sort of like went the way we dressed back
in my country to the way we dress now, we can't actually be ourselves, because
we'll stand out and then people will think of us in a certain way. There's times
where I want to go to school just wearing my sarong and a T-shirt, and if I go to
school, people will look at me "What are you doing?" Even the teachers. So I
wear pants and long sleeved shirts. The name brand stuff I guess. It's like we're
different as it is. And if we stand out, that makes us even more secluded from
everything else. We'd rather try and fit in, because that's how society, that's how
the school system makes us feel. That you have to fit in or you're not going to
succeed.
It is very clear to both of these young people that they have to be 'American' at
school and there will not be tolerance for their Cambodian identity. Sarom believed
that if she is going to succeed in school, she has to "fit in." Their comments appeared
to reflect the second stage of Phinney's model in which there is an "ethnic identity
search, when individuals are actively engaged in defining for themselves what it
means to be a member of their own racial or ethnic group" (Phinney, 1993). And there
was an element of agency in Sarom's desire to 'be herself by wearing her sarong to
school, even though she did not act on it.
Len described how he developed his American identity at the same time as he
distinguished himself from his American peers based on the values with which he was
raised.
I did consider myself Cambodian. Like when I was young. And then when I
grow up, say high school, when I more understand. Okay, I am American.
I think it’s different than American kids. Like we still always listen to our
parents. We really have respect... we are really nice to. ..that’s the way we
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was raised up. We can’t change that. We can change our style or talk or eating,
but we can’t change how my parents raised me up since I was a little kid.
He was conscious of his own agency in creating a hybrid identity where his style and
talk and eating are different than his parents, while at the same time he was retaining
Cambodian values. He articulated this process of changing identities when he said
Sometimes if you talk to the old people who were raised up there, they are
straight Cambodian. If you talk to a young kid just right now, they are mixed
with American and mixed with Cambodian. They still have the Cambodian in
them. But they not try to be like their father a little bit.
Victoria, as described in a previous section, claimed her religious identity as
Christian, yet interwove it with the traditional Buddhist teachings of her family. She,
too, was constructing her own hybrid identity.
For Suzanne, Sophine and Jaybug, there was the added complexity of biracial
identity.
We’re the only mixed breed. I tell people I’m half Black and half Cambodian.
But in the Asian community we just call each other Blackbodian. Then again
the whole thing of being Asian and Black. When we’re with Black people, like
we have Black friends. When we hang out with them, it’s completely different
than when we hang out with the Asians. ’Cause the Asians are more like us.
Their ideals are more like us. It’s kind of weird. Because we’re half Black and
half Asian but we feel more Asian than Black. (Suzanne).
They made racial distinctions between their Asian and Black heritages, describing
themselves as being more comfortable with other Asians. This had interesting
ramifications for them in the school context, where they were often viewed by their
teachers as African Americans because of their physical features. Suzanne and
Sophine explained how this occurred:
So: You might think he (the teacher) thinks we’re Black and Black people aren’t
interested in ...
Su: They’re dumb.
So: Yeah, definitely.
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Su: The way they [teachers] act toward you.
So: Yeah, they act suspicious toward you and you’re like "Why are they acting
that way toward me?"
The "one drop rule," that has historically positioned anyone with any African
American blood as Black, contributed to teachers’ identification of these students as
being African American (and therefore "dumb" according to the girls’ interpretation),
while the students thought of themselves as Cambodian. Suzanne and Sophine
believed that they were the victims of racism by teachers who perceived them as
Black, at the same time as their Cambodian identity was made invisible.
Suzanne also commented on her friend Thiem's identity as a ’’white-washed
Asian.”
She considers herself a white-washed Asian. "I’m mixed. I’m half White. I’m a
white-washed Asian."... Thiem is kind of like us. We’re kind of white-washed,
mixed people or whatever. We don’t fit in with the Black community. Some of
them we do. But most of them, we can’t relate to.
When I asked her what ’’white-washed” means, she said, "Act whitish. You don’t
'tawk all ghetto.' She listens to punk rock and gossip. And we don’t really dress like
that." The ramifications of people of color ’acting White’ have been examined by
researchers such as Fordham (1996), whose research illustrated how African American
students chose to reject academic pursuits which would identify them to their peers as
'acting White.’ Suzanne disassociated herself from her Black identity and chose a life
style which she described as "acting Whitish."
Sarin described in a previous section how as a studious young woman, she was
considered 'not cool enough' and 'nerdy' by her Cambodian peers. This echoed an
attitude often attributed to African American students that being a good student is not
’cool’ (Fordham, 1996) and may be a reflection of some Cambodian students
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identifying with other marginalized students of color and adopting their attitudes.
Sarin, too, had chosen to 'act White’ in order to reach her goals.
Many of the participants indicated that their closest friends, the ones with
whom they identified, were other Cambodian students. They maintained that these are
the people who understood their values and with whom they felt most comfortable.
Sarom summed up this connection when she stated, "Everyone in the Cambodian
community, they’re like my family. When people ask me if I know them, of course,
they're my brothers." Her friend Sina explained,
[My friends] are mostly Cambodian I have a few American friends, but they're
mostly Cambodian. [Do your American friends know about the different
expectations on you?] No. They don't know. We don't really talk about
things. It’s easier [to hang out with Cambodians] 'cause they understand.
They know [about my life].
And Bona commented that
[The people] I hang out with [are] some of the Cambodian people around here
and then in Northfield. They're more close to me, because they're bloodline
related, like my cousins and everything.
Victoria provided an insightful commentary about her views of
Cambodian identity development when she was talking about American
practices of adopting Asian children.
I don't really like that. I like that they adopted the kid, and he has a better life
in America. But it's kind of weird when you see an Asian person really doesn't
know what he is. 'Cause I know this one kid, he says "I'm Korean", but he
lives with an American family. "I know you're Korean, but you don't know
your language, you don't know your customs, you don't know anything. You
don't even try to study it. That doesn't really make you Korean. You’re
American." I think it's worse when a kid is isolated. [He's around] just a lot of
American people. Because it doesn't really work. Because I actually had a
theory back then that if all the Cambodian kids are isolated from the
community, they would learn more Cambodian, and have more customs,
[would be] more ethnic, but that theory is totally wrong. When I think of my
theory today, it is totally the opposite. It's the people who live in the
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community who leam more Cambodian, more customs. And the people who
live out of the community are like 100% American and they want to be
American and they want to be popular. They don't think of things what are
important.
The participants' choices of friends who are Cambodian was one indication of
their identification with the Cambodian community as their primary community.
However Sarin, who strongly identified as Cambodian, made a conscious decision to
find non-Cambodian friends. She instead chose to be with people who were
committed to doing well in school.
Part of Sarin's identity encompassed that of a good student. She decided that
she could not find support for that role with her Cambodian peers and so chose to
disengage herself from them and become friends with others who shared her values.
Interestingly, her youngest sister was forced into the same decision six years later for
different reasons. Victoria was the only Cambodian girl at her grade level and so, of
necessity, had school friends who were not Cambodian. I wondered if this influenced
her adoption of a Christian identification. Different contexts are always significant in
the identities young people adopt.
Noar, in addition to disregarding the prescriptions for appropriate behavior for
girls, challenged traditional Cambodian attitudes in regard to sexual preference. The
Alternative School, which she attended for her last two years of high school, provided a
supportive environment for gay and lesbian students. There was a gay/straight alliance;
out lesbians on the staff; and students who felt no need to hide their sexual preferences.
She developed a relationship with another female student that continued after the young
woman graduated and went to a nearby college. When asked how she would describe

201

herself, Noar said "I just say that I'm Cambodian. I was bom in Thailand. I'm 20. I
work at Lao Food cooking and managing. I have a girlfriend."
She then went on to describe the challenges of being Cambodian and
being a lesbian.
They're like "What?" "Wow! You're the first Cambodian lesbian I ever met.
That's unusual." Sometimes it's a disadvantage to be the only one, 'cause I
have no one to relate to. But I have my other friends. Even though they're not
Cambodian, they do answer my questions. I have a supportive group. Athens
is a great place for that kind of support. Like in the beginning, my parents
were upset. And the Asian community, I honestly believe it was none of their
business, but they got into it. Talk too much. That's why I don't like to be in
that scene. Like when they ask me where I've been. Why I don't go out to the
bars. I just don't want to deal with it. My parents don't understand why I don't
want to marry a Cambodian guy or why I don't want to go to Cambodian
events on New Years. It's because if I go, I know people are going to be
looking, talking. And you know when that happens, my blood pressure is
going to rise and I know that I will say something back to the elders or I'll do
something. That's why I keep myself away. 'Cause I don't want my parents to
be upset if I actually do talk back to the elders or if I do get into a fight.
Noar's claiming of an identity not traditionally sanctioned in Cambodian culture
produced difficulties with her parents, her peers and the entire Cambodian community.
To avoid conflict, she felt her only recourse was to shun community gatherings,
resulting in painful isolation.
Noar's reference to the "Asian community" as interchangeable for Cambodian
community was repeated in other interviews as well. Even though many individuals
reacted negatively to outsiders seeing them all as Asians, some have adopted the term
themselves in certain contexts.
In addition to talking about how they identified themselves, the young people
also reported about the ways they were perceived by other students and by teachers.
I remember my first day of middle school and this kid walked on the bus and
"Oh, we have Chinese people." Points to us. And it was, "Okay, I guess that's
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what we are then. I guess that's what we have to be in order to be accepted."
Because if we object to it, then we're questioning their knowledge. It’s sort of
funny how that works. (Sarom).
Sarom recognized the conflict in challenging the perception that others have of her.
Her description of peers characterizing her as Chinese was one that was echoed in
many of the interviews.
Her sister, Sarin, also talked about teachers' assumptions.
I'm Cambodian, but they always thought I was either Filipino or Chinese or
something. But then they would ask me. But I never made it a big deal if no
one asked me. It would be great if you knew, but as long as you didn't label
me as.. They always assumed I was Chinese and I hated that. Because I'm not
Chinese.
Suzanne also said "People usually call Asians Chinese. [But] it’s really
different. [People say] they’re all the same." She understood the variety of
differences among people of Asian descent and resented the perception of others that
they are all the same. But then in a dialogue Suzanne had with her sister, they
struggled with identity and stereotype issues.
Su: I say that all the Asian kids are really smart.
So: Yeah, the girls. Actually, it depends on like what.. .you can’t really
generalize all Asians. Like Cambodians. Like Chinese people, they’re more
smart.
Su: There’s a lot of Chinese people who speak Cambodian, but they’re
accepted as being Cambodian, because they speak it.
They seemed to buy into the stereotype of 'smart' Chinese, but the issue is complex,
because one can be both Chinese and Cambodian (if one speaks Cambodian). I was
told by an academically successful Cambodian college student in Massachusetts that
she attributes her educational success to the fact that her mother is Chinese. When I
have asked other Cambodians about this perception, they have corroborated the view,
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which most likely is rooted in Cambodian history, where people of Chinese descent
were often more highly educated than the general population.
Suzanne and Sophine also described how a teacher treated them as if they
were less capable than their classmates based on his perception of them from their
appearance.
Su: That’s the first thing they see when they look at you sometimes . Like in
my math class.. Do you know Tuya? He’s like really smart and when he
doesn’t understand something, he raises his hand and the teacher comes over.
And when I ask a question, [the teacher’s] like "Well, let’s see, how should I
explain it? You’re not going to understand it." So it takes twice as long and it
makes everything more complicated. You know when you try to explain
something a little easier than it actually is? "Well, you might not get it, so here
let’s do this." And I’m like "Okay. That’s kind of rude." And I’m like
"Forget it"
So: Then you have to consider the fact that they probably know that so and so
understands more than so and so, so you have to explain it more/
Su: /to so and so because she doesn’t get it. 'Cause I’m in that class too.
Sophine made an additional identity distinction that I think contrasted Southeast
Asians with those from East Asia.
There’s Asians and there’s Orientals. We were talking about this today. The
Oriental people, you know how they have the stereotype of their eyes being
really tight Asians don’t have that but Oriental people do. They’re light
skinned. People usually call Asians Chinese [but] it’s really different. [Even
though people say] “They’re all the same."
She described the physical differences between 'Orientals' such as Chinese, Japanese
and Koreans from the 'Asians’ who are Cambodian, Lao and Vietnamese. Another
theme frequently mentioned by the participants was that people tend to think all Asians
are the same, which often resulted in their general classification as the 'model minority.'
East Asian students usually arrive in the United States with a great deal more cultural
capital than their Southeast Asian counterparts. Whether they are immigrants or have
come with their parents temporarily for work or school, the students of Japanese,
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Chinese and Korean heritage often have been educated in their country of origin and
come from more privileged families than the Southeast Asian refugee families. By not
recognizing these distinctions, educators make erroneous assumptions about the
academic skills possessed by Cambodian students.
Len explained how this perception affected him.
Everyone is like, 'They’re Asian." And everyone thinks we are smart like
that. "Okay, you are going to be in pre-calculus." All right, I don’t belong
there. I’m Asian, but.. [they think we're] all the same. People think all Asians
are smart about math. In math class, if you’re Asian, a teacher is going to look
at you without question. That’s so wrong!
The identities the young people constructed for themselves portrayed a pride in
their Cambodian ethnicity, a pan-Asian consciousness and a cognizance of their
fluctuating positioning as both insiders and outsiders of the surrounding culture.
From the commentary of the young people, the ways in which their identities
were constructed by others often resulted in misidentification as Chinese or simply
Asian, rendering them invisible as Cambodians. The consequences of
misidentification also resulted in teachers considering Cambodian students to be high
achieving "model minority" students or, conversely, negatively stereotyping them as
incapable students.
Conclusion
Cambodian American students have been required to develop bicultural
competency to allow them to navigate the paths from their homes to school and
within the larger community. In the process, their identities are in constant flux, both
anchored in their Cambodian heritage and merging into hybrid constructions that
support their border crossings. As they have reported, it is not always easy to satisfy
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the expectations of parents and teachers; of their friends and of themselves. Many
young people experience periods of searching for themselves in their journeys to
adulthood. For Cambodian youth, there are the added challenges that come with
being children of struggling refugee parents, members of a culture that remains
almost invisible to the mainstream world in which they live.
I conclude this chapter with the poem that Rim composed for her senior
project at the Alternative School., written in the book she created with pages of
banana leaves.
Through all the ceremonies in Cambodian culture
There are happiness or sadness
Smiles or frowns
Laughter or tears.
But no matter what the situation is...
We gather as one.
We stick close to each other.
We are joined together to be there for one another.
To comfort each other.
To be blessed by monks for success, great fortune in life.
Ceremonies is a time for everyone to unite.
To interact with one another,
To let go of the past,
To help each other.
We Cambodians stay together as one no matter what the consequences are.
We give our respect and prayers to Buddha.
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CHAPTER 8
CAMBODIAN STUDENTS’ PERSPECTIVES ON POSITIVE SCHOOL
EXPERIENCES
As I was listening to and writing about the stories told by the Cambodian
young people, I realized how much my own story is part of the narrative fabric they
have woven. Some of the students related stories of nurturing environments in
elementary schools where I taught that celebrated their cultural heritage and that
provided the support and help they needed. The story tellers contrasted this with the
impersonal environment at the high school where they received little affirmation and
support. I, too, was given the opportunity, as a teacher, to experience a similarly
disruptive transition. In my 25 years as an elementary classroom and ESL teacher, I
had a level of independence that allowed me to craft a program that was responsive to
the needs and strengths of my students. When I taught at Rainbow School, I was
surrounded by a community of teachers who shared my values and a principal
committed to multicultural education and equity.
In my final year of teaching, when I returned from a sabbatical year studying
multicultural education, I was unwillingly placed as an ESOL teacher at Athens high
school. I found myself in a situation where I had limited power to provide the kind of
education my ESOL students needed. I spent a year overwhelmed by frustration from
witnessing the marginalization and degradation of ESOL students and students of
color. The culture of the high school left me feeling alienated and powerless. My
attempts to make a difference felt like grains of salt in an ocean. I, too, "dropped out"
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of a dehumanizing experience. My decision to retire at that time was the only
alternative I could see to save myself from physical and emotional destruction.
Looking back on that year with all the stress it entailed, I realize the gift it was.
Without having experienced it, I would not have been able to as fully understand the
participants' stories. One of them, Rei, was a student in my ESOL class. As the only
recent Cambodian immigrant in the study, she did not have the time necessary to gain
the English fluency and skills required to pass her courses. She felt alienated and
hopeless and was ready to give up. I was able to support her emotionally and
academically so that she could graduate. It required support that was above and
beyond what most teachers at the high school were able to provide. Few of the young
people reported receiving this kind of support from their high school teachers.
Having worked at the high school, I understand how it was possible for so
many teachers to only "do their job." The culture of the high school is dominated by
an inertia that resists change. There has been little support for teachers to break from
the mold that has been in place for so long. The pressure on them to teach to the
standardized tests forces them to "cover the material," regardless of whether the
students are learning it. Many teachers feel as alienated and powerless as the students
do. The high stakes oriented educational climate in the United States has transmitted
the pressures from secondary education down to elementary education, and even
Rainbow School has recently reneged on its commitment to equity and multicultural
education. The nurturing and support participants reported receiving is being eroded,
as even teachers of younger students feel the pressure to raise test scores.
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In the previous chapter Bona spoke of how he lives in two worlds. When the
Cambodian youth leave home and go to school, they bring with them values, beliefs
and behaviors that often do not fit with the school culture's differing set of
expectations. This chapter and the following chapter will address my second research
question: What do Cambodian American youth say about their school experiences and
what do they think would have improved their experiences? In these chapters I use the
theoretical perspectives of multicultural education and culturally relevant pedagogy, as
well as critical race theory, to analyze the participants' perspectives of their school
experiences. Multicultural education provides a framework for examining how
institutional practices such as school environment, attention to racism, guidance
counseling and others either supported or hindered the Cambodian students' academic
achievement. Culturally relevant pedagogy provides a lens to explore the extent to
which students felt that teachers possessed awareness of the students' cultural
circumstances and were able to incorporate into their teaching and classrooms the
knowledge, learning preferences and content that would support the Cambodian
students academic achievement. Critical race theory situates race and ethnicity as
central issues to consider within the analysis. It also supports the validity of
foregrounding the young people's voices as the primary source of data.
In this chapter I explore one of the primary themes evident in the data:
educational practices and policies that promote students' academic achievement. A
number of findings related to this overall theme will be described.
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Finding 2: Some Educational Practices and Institutional Policies Promote
Academic Achievement
The dominant findings that emerged from the young people's discussions about
ways they felt supported in school included the influence of caring teachers; smaller
school environments such as the Partnership Program and the Alternative School; the
occasions when Cambodian culture was incorporated into their school lives; and the
significance of mentors and role models.

Caring Teachers Are Critical to Academic Achievement
Educational researchers have emphasized the importance of caring teachers in
making a difference for students, especially for those who have been marginalized in
varying ways (Gay, 2000; Ladson-Billings, 1994; Nieto, 2004). The individuals in
this study offered positive reflections about teachers who had supported them in
different ways. Their responses were often couched in comparisons to the majority of
teachers whom they felt had been unsupportive. For example, Sarom described
support from her teachers at the Alternative School.
[Some teachers] like Art gave me so much encouragement. I was in his
anatomy class and he was like "You're going to be a doctor some day." And
Joe would get mad at me because I wasn't in his script writing classes. Nancy
would get mad at me because I wasn't in any of her English classes. They
wouldn't [really] get mad at me, but it was like "You should be in it". There's
so much encouragement. And at the high school, they just focus on the NEAS.
That's about it. Whereas, the teachers at the Alternative were so
[encouraging].
When I asked her if she could think of any teachers at the high school who
were supportive, she told this story.
I used to be late first period all the time. My freshman year I had Ms. Smith
for first period class. She actually understood why I was late, because I had to
wake up my older brother to go to school and I had to wake up my little sister
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for Clinton, and my dad had to drop all of us off in one car and my dad had to
go to work. Ms. Smith understood that. I didn't even have to bring in a slip to
class because she already knew. She's the kind of teacher that understands and
she's probably the only teacher at the high school that does that. All the
Cambodian students that went to the high school had her as a teacher. She's
understanding and she has that trust. "I'll trust you and I'll leave you by
yourself while I go do this and I know you will do your test and you won't
cheat."
Sarom considered Ms. Smith a good teacher (and "the only [one] at the high school")
because she understood the complexities in Sarom's life and because she trusted her
students. Clearly, Ms. Smith had established trusting relationships with the
Cambodian students and seemed to know enough about their lives to give them the
respect to not demand a 'slip' to establish the reason for tardiness.
Sarom spoke of an incident that was also mentioned by other participants, the
death of one of the Cambodian children. Her teacher provided support to her in this
difficult time.
Elementary school was great. I focused myself, I loved being around a good
environment, in both schools, because the teachers were nice and caring and
nurturing and they sort of understood. When I was in 3rd grade, my best friend
died. And I went to school and I was so depressed. And I cried. My 3rd grade
teacher would hold me. And I guess she told the whole school and the whole
school supported me through that hard time.. I still remember 3rd grade.
She spoke of the boy who died as her "best friend", which was not really the case, but
because the Cambodian community is like family to her, it was as if she had lost a
brother. Her teacher combined understanding of this significant loss with the
nurturence and caring that Sarom valued.
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Sarom's younger sister Victoria identified Mr. R. and other teachers at
Rainbow School as good teachers because they " taught me things that helped me to
understand my culture." Connecting their teaching to her culture enabled Victoria to
feel connected to her teachers.
[My favorite teacher] Mr. R. was really nice. He was a good teacher. He
taught us a lot of stuff that I hadn't learned. Rainbow School has good
teachers. And each teacher teaches different things. And the teachers I had
taught me things that helped me to understand my culture. I knew some things
already. I knew a lot about it but I didn't know that Cambodia was so huge.
Sarin, the oldest sister, also described her favorite teacher, Mr. T. He validated
her achievements in ways she hadn't previously experienced.
Mr. T. was a really good teacher. I did well in his class and he always gave me
compliments for that. He always used me as an example. 'Cause sometimes I
would do more work than was needed. And he would just use my work as an
example for other students, not just Asian students. For all the students in my
class. "That's how I wanted the work to be like and Sarin is the only one who
did it".. And he knew I was Cambodian and he understood that I was
working hard. So he really understood me and he encouraged me. I was
surprised when he used me as an example, because I came from middle school
where no one really... I mean my teachers knew me, but I never got "Good
job. Sarin". And to come to him and he was like "I liked what Sarin did" and
"She did this". And "She works hard" and that kind of stuff.
And most importantly, Mr. T. knew she was Cambodian and how significant it was for
her and his writing assignments allowed him to really get to know his students.
And we did a lot of writing, you know, about our past, what we want to do in
the future and why we are here. And so in my writing, I wrote a lot about that
and so that's why he understood me. He understood how Asians come to
America and people of course are going to make assumptions and say "You're
Chinese" or "You Asian people can't do this" or whatever. And he knows that
when we come here, we have to work harder to try to prove ourselves. And he
understood that, so he knew why I was doing all that. Yeah.
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Their friend Noar, who had transferred from the high school to the Alternative
School, contrasted the teachers at the two schools, indicating her preference for the
latter.
The teachers are friendly and nice, but it [the Alternative] wasn't as strict as the
high school... But mostly the teachers there actually care about you. They're
more like a friend to you. You called them by their first name, you know. And
they were there for you outside of school. Whenever you needed help.
Interestingly, Noar's appreciation of having teachers who are "more like a friend" and
who are "called by their first name" is in direct contradiction to traditional Cambodian
attitudes about showing respect for teachers. Not only did other respondents mention
the prohibition to addressing teachers in a familiar way, but this was also a topic of
discussion among teachers at Rainbow School and the Alternative school where
teachers are customarily addressed by first names. ESOL teachers, whose knowledge
of Cambodian culture and other diverse cultures gave them understanding of
appropriate forms of address for adults, requested this practice be changed in respect
for families who might be uncomfortable with it. Noar, however, unlike some of her
peers, viewed this practice as caring and supportive.
Bona contributed his opinion, describing a science teacher who made sure
everyone was accomplishing the goals she had set.
She had all the students working. 'Cause we had me and Mach and a few other
[Cambodian] students. Some students wouldn't do that well. But she'd go and
help them, go over it with them. And any other students who would fall
behind, she'd always help them. But she always kept her eye on students that
were doing average and below. And other students who were getting the
material, she knew that. In the learning process, she always made everybody
on the same level, on the same pace. At the end of the year, we had to have 50
labs or something like that. And if you didn't, she'll take her time at lunch time
to have you to do the lab during then. Or after school, she'll set up an
appointment to have you do the lab again. There was good days and bad days
when we'd all be too rowdy and she'd just want things quiet, but she handled it

213

a lot better, because she knew where we come from. She'd pick on people who
didn't know the answer. But if they didn't know it and they just gave a guess,
she'd just go over it and give the answer.
This teacher recognized the Cambodian students as struggling, so "she always kept her
eye on them" and made sure they received the additional help they needed to complete
their assignments, even if it meant working with them at lunch time or after school.
Bona's comment that she did well because "she knew where we come from" is another
reminder of the students' perceptions of how significant cultural and historical
knowledge are to effective teaching.
A few young people specifically mentioned their art classes as places where
they felt comfortable to express themselves and feel appreciated. Sarom commented
about what art was like for her.
The only places that I would sort of seek refuge were my art classes and my art
teachers. That was the only place that I actually felt like I belonged because I
could express myself really. And get positive comments and add that positive
motivation to keep on going and complete my task. Other than that I felt like I
didn't belong.
Bona concisely summed up his concept of a good teacher.
Like made you feel comfortable in class, where you were able to do what you
can and learn what you can. I think it really depends on how the teacher is
one-on-one with every student in the class. If they're willing to give that input
to you and other students, I think the student will do the same.
The examples of how the young people felt supported by teachers included
teachers who "were there for you;" recognized and gave needed help, even if it meant
outside of class time; showed understanding of who the students were; were respectful
("trusting"), nurturing; helped them feel comfortable in class; and connected the
students' learning to their Cambodian heritage. Victoria made a comment about why
my own connection to the Cambodian students was so strong, saying,
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It's because you got to know them better than other students. You knew us to a
point where you knew our culture. You knew everything about us. You've
been teaching us since we were young.
Knowing their culture and knowing "everything” about them resulted in mutual
trust and respect. The qualities mentioned by the participants are some of the
characteristics that have been described as essential for teachers who implement
multicultural education and culturally relevant pedagogy (Gay, 2000; Nieto, 2004;
Ooka Pang, 2001) Teachers can only succeed in responding to culturally influenced
behaviors, values and interactional patterns, as well as integrating culturally relevant
context into the classroom, when they have knowledge and understanding of their
students. And the students recognized when that knowledge and understanding was
present (or absent).
Role Models and Mentors Offer Inspiration and Advice
In addition to caring teachers, another theme that emerged centered on the
significance of role models and mentors. Sarin, who was the most academically
successful, attributed much of her success to such people. Within her employment
opportunities, she also found people who guided her path. She firmly believed that
teachers should be encouraging mentors, but didn't experience that kind of support.
Role models and mentors. That's what really helped me. Teachers should
encourage their students. I don't think they really encourage students. For me?
It was from mentors and from people that I knew and stuff. What the teachers
did was they just praised me for my work.
She described how one employer made a significant difference in her life.
I got encouragement from co-workers and friends. Especially from Bob Smith.
At the end of 8th grade in the summer, I got a job with the YES [Youth
Employment Services] program to work at Student Agencies as an office
assistant. And there I met a CFO named Bob Smith. He really intimidated me
at first. But then he looked like someone I could talk to. One day I just went
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into his office and I started telling him about what I wanted to do and what I
wanted to be. So he just gave me advice and he encouraged me and he told me
it was really up to me to make all those changes and if I want to be successful
and I want to do what I want to do, then I have to do it.
Victoria and Sarom both mentioned their sister Sarin as their role model.
Victoria explained why she admires her sister.
And like Sarin, she’s a leader. You can tell. She put her foot down. ”1 want to
go to school." With all the other people, still trying to go past a GED. Still
trying to go to high school. Still trying to go to college and they can't do it.
She is my model.
And Sarom explained how she tried following Sarin’s example, but with the
changes at the high school, she did not have the same supports that her sister had
received.
I tried following in my big sister’s footsteps. I admire my sister, so I took
volleyball so I could be just like her. I took the same classes and we had the
same teachers, but the high school has changed since she's been there. I visited
the high school with her, it was such a caring environment; they had such
great programs, ’cause my sister was in a Partnership Program. It was just a
group of kids and they helped her so she could make some friends and not
worry about the whole social scene.
Not surprisingly, their brother Mach, a high school dropout who has achieved
success working with computers, identified Bill Gates as someone to emulate.
Bill Gates. He's a dropout. He's a college dropout. He dropped college
during the Apple years, when he first started making Apples. He started
making another operating system that was called Windows, and came up from
there. He dropped out of college to make that. It’s wild, (laugh) Bill's in
there. You talk to anybody in the ITR field. They know about that. One of
the big players out there of monopolies. You have to know. He donates
money. He’s got a lot of money. He has the money to donate.
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He admired Bill Gates, not only because he has succeeded in spite of dropping out of
school, but also because he uses his wealth to donate toward improving the world.
Each of the role models and mentors chosen by these siblings represented their ideas
of people who have been successful and who gave them hope that they too can achieve
success.
Smaller Educational Environments Provide a Supportive Climate
One of the themes that emerged was how small school settings are beneficial in
providing supportive learning environments. Sarom mentioned the Partnership
Program as one of the conditions that had provided support for her sister, but was no
longer an option when she arrived at the high school four years later. Sarin described
the program and how it worked for her. She made reference to the tracking system
used in this school district that placed students into either basic classes; NEAS
(Northeast Assessment System) classes geared toward passing the high stakes NEAS
tests; or honors classes.
The Partnership Program was for new freshmen coming in, a program to get
them adjusted to the high school. It was like a group of students who basically
go to class together and have the same teachers. There were two different
sections for math and English and that kind of stuff. It was for whoever
wanted to be in it. In 8th grade they talked about the Partnership Program, what
it was about, and it was really up to the student if they wanted to be in it. And
I decided to be in it. You know, it was a new school and I was a freshman and
to be with a group of people for the whole year, even though I knew them in 8th
grade. I just thought it was a good idea... In the Partnership Program, I knew
everyone. I thought it was a lot harder than being not in the Partnership
Program, because you know they have levels like local, and NEAS. In the
Partnership Program, it was all NEAS. But you could also work for the honors
level. And I felt when I did that, when I was in that program, I wanted to get
all honors. It was a lot more work. I think freshman year was the hardest for
me. Not just adjusting, you know, but I wanted to do extra work and then I
was playing sports and stuff... I don't know why they cut it [the program].
Maybe a lot of people were not interested in it.
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The Partnership Program provided a transition from middle school to high
school, allowing students to be in a group with the same students and teachers, so they
would be known, instead of getting lost in the large high school. Sarom didn't have
that opportunity four years later, which may have contributed to her difficulty in
navigating the high school environment. Large high schools can be anonymous
institutions that discourage the kind of relationships among teachers and students that
support academic achievement and a sense of belonging. In discussing the problems
of large schools, Ayers (2001) articulates a bleak scenario:
When the drumbeat of our daily lives in school is all about controlling the
crowd, moving the mob, conveying disembodied bits of information to inert
things propped at desks before us, students can become the enemy, the obstacle
(P- 2).
The consequences of large schools described by Ayers are verified by the participants as
well. By creating a school-within-a-school, the Partnership Program counteracted some
negative factors of the large high school.
The young people who had attended the Alternative School contrasted it in a
number of ways to the high school.. Like the Partnership Program, it is a small
environment that allowed all the students to be known. The teachers were more likely
to give needed help and to show concern for the students. The flexible curriculum also
provided opportunities to offer courses that responded to the needs of students, as
discussed in the following section. Although not specifically mentioned by the
participants, the Alternative School has a commitment to democratic governance
which empowers students to have ownership over their programs. It also is committed
to multicultural education and social justice, resulting in a staff that has spent many
hours considering issues of equity and diversity. The school value of demonstrating
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learning in multiple ways allows students a variety of options to achieve success rather
than evaluating them solely on test scores. While the participants did not discuss the
philosophical elements of their experiences at the Alternative School, they recognized
the concrete ways in which it supported them.
Small schools can mean that every student has a chance to be known well by a
caring adult and be part of a community of learners. In small schools teachers can
have ownership over their classrooms and curriculum, allowing them to foreground
social justice as a primary value. Families can more involved and included as the
school responds to their wishes (Ayers, 2001). The examples given by the young
people affirmed the benefits of a small school environment.
Curricular Inclusion of Cambodian History and Culture Supports
Students' Academic Achievement and Sense of Belonging
The presence of Cambodian-related content in the curriculum was a significant
theme when the young people defined supportive elements of their education. Sarom
and Victoria's commentaries revolved around the opportunities they had in elementary
school to have their knowledge and culture affirmed. Sarom presented this reflection:
I remember in 4th and 5th [grade] my teacher, she had everyone in class sort of
present. Like we had a presentation of where you came from and about how
my parents got to where they are now. Me and my friend, my best friend, I
grew up with her, we had our presentation and she brought food, and [there
was] the excitement of people knowing where we came from. And why you do
that. I thought it was a way of expressing how L . ."Welcome to my world and
this is what I love about it." And the fact that they appreciate it and they
accept it and they encourage it. And like my teacher, she loved the fact that
students would bring something from their culture into the classroom. It was
amazing. And I remember a performance at Rainbow, doing the coconut
dance.
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As an ESOL teacher at Rainbow, I was one of a group of teachers who recognized the
Cambodian students were struggling academically. We reached agreement with the
entire staff to undertake an all-school unit studying about Cambodia for a three month
period, culminating in an evening program to share our learning with the families. As
Sarom explained, this unit enabled the Cambodian students to be the "experts" and it
provided the other students with the opportunity to learn about their classmates’
cultural heritage. In the evening performance, a number of classes who had received
instruction from a Cambodian dancer performed dances. But the coconut dance was
reserved for only Cambodian young people and Sarom performed along with some of
her peers, a special moment for her. One of the significant aspects of the evening
presentation was that every member of the Cambodian community came to school to
witness it, something that had never happened before.
Victoria, who was two years younger, also recalled that unit with delight.
In elementary school we were allowed to pick anything we wanted to leam
about and I did Cambodia four or five times. And I learned more and more. In
third grade [we studied Cambodia] for three weeks, almost a month. And we
wrote papers about it, did a lot of stuff about it, did a calendar and we danced.
And we learned how to dance with my Cambodian teacher... Rainbow
School's like a community school. A school with more than just Black and
White. It has different cultures. And we learn about all the cultures. And
we're brought to an extent, every day about holidays from different cultures. It
was fun. I learned a lot [there].
Victoria reported about the many times, in addition to the all-school unit, when she
was given an opportunity to choose her own research topic and grew in her knowledge
about Cambodia, while also learning research, reading and writing skills. Because she
viewed Rainbow School as a community with many cultures, she didn't feel singled
out by choosing to study her own heritage. She in fact is describing one of the
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important aspects of multicultural education, which builds curriculum around the
culture, interests and knowledge of students (Nieto, 2004).
Sarom also mentioned an after-school program that was developed by ESOL teachers
to support the learning and self-esteem of Cambodian students by hiring a Cambodian
teacher to teach Khmer literacy and dance.
I remember before even that, they had a Cambodian dance thing, like a dance
program after school at the community center, when I was at Center and me
and my sisters, we all did that. Actually everyone did that. We were all in one
room. It was a long time ago, but I remember everything. Everything that
reflects on how I grew up and where my family comes from. I remember
everything.
This was obviously a powerful memory for Sarom. I also remember how powerful it
was at the time for all the Cambodian students I worked with, who displayed
spontaneous growth in their self-esteem and academic achievement in response to this
program that validated their cultural strengths.
Only students who attended the Alternative School mentioned how Cambodian
history and culture were covered respectfully in the secondary curriculum. Sarom
mentioned the offering of a course on Thai language (which was important to her
because her mother was of Thai-Cambodian heritage). And Rim commented that
"Last year in People's History, I gave a presentation on Cambodia. And now I am
taking Southeast Asian history. We studied about Cambodia and Angkor Wat and
things I didn't know.” She liked this class a great deal and thought it should be taught
every year. Rim's senior project [quoted in Chapter 7] was a testimony to the
affirmation she felt at the Alternative School. She created a book with pages made of
banana leaves in which she wrote a poem about Cambodian culture. The book was
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filled with Buddhist sayings and pictures of temples. She was able to integrate her
school life with the heritage that she valued.
Conclusion
As we have seen in this chapter, the young people depicted caring teachers as
knowing who they were and why that was significant; implementing a culturally
relevant pedagogy; including Cambodian content into the curriculum; and going out of
their way to provide emotional support and academic help. In addition to cultural
understanding, the young people identified other characteristics of caring teachers that
are attributes of good teachers generally, such as noticing when students needed help
and providing it; extending encouragement; and making real connections with their
students.
In addition, mentors and small school environments provided support for the
young people’s academic efforts. However, these elements were not integrated into a
systemic approach that permeated the school system. Rather, they were limited to
specific occurrences. In contrast, there were many more examples of hindrances to the
students' achievement which are described in the following chapter.
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CHAPTER 9
"THERE'S EXPECTATIONS AT THE SCHOOLS TO MAKE YOU GO
AGAINST WHAT YOU WERE RAISED"
CAMBODIAN STUDENTS' PERSPECTIVES ON NEGATIVE
SCHOOL EXPERIENCES

The findings related to positive school experiences in the previous chapter
portrayed how teachers and schools can support Cambodian students in their learning.
Unfortunately, the findings related to obstacles to their academic success that were
described by the participants were more numerous. In this chapter I explore the findings
that emerged which identify obstacles experienced by the participants.
Finding 3: Some Educational Practices and Institutional Policies Hinder
Academic Achievement
Throughout the interviews, a major theme emerged around obstacles the
students encountered to successful school experiences. The sub-themes describing
these hindrances include such factors as non-caring teachers with low expectations;
cultural mismatch; and numerous institutional impediments such as inadequate teaching
of necessary skills and inappropriate teaching of those classified as learning disabled;
irrelevant curriculum; racism and profiling; tracking; poor counseling; an unsupportive
school environment; and lack of responsiveness to students' personal problems. I will
conclude this chapter with a discussion of the dropout problem.
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Non-caring Teachers with Low Expectations Inhibit
Students' Ability to Learn and Feel Accepted
Relationships with teachers, as mentioned previously, play a significant role in
students' ability and willingness to participate in the educational endeavor. Many of the
Cambodian participants expressed the belief that too many teachers don't really care
j

about them. Sarom described her perception of the teachers she encountered at the high
school.
There's people that have a job that they love and there's a job that they hate and
the teachers at the high school make it obvious that it's just a job and they're
getting paid for this so they don't really have to care outside of their hourly
[commitment], how long they're working for and how long they're getting paid
for, because if they take their time, they're not getting paid for it; they're not
making money for it. So it's like you sort of feel that from them.
The refrain "it's just a job" was one I heard repeated by other interviewees, where they
distinguished between teachers who really care and those who are just getting their
paychecks. For example, Rei also commented, "Some people, they just do their job,
you know. Some try to help you. But most of them just do their job."
Bona expressed a similar perspective in a different way.
If they're willing to give that input to you and other students, I think the student
will do the same. If the teacher walks into the classroom, saying "You all
have to do, this chapter, blah, blah, blah", the students walk into the classroom
and give the same that you're giving them. You know, it's all about
communication. [It's based on] if you [the teacher] are really wanting to be
there, and do what you're supposed to do.. .even if you're there because you
have to be there, for a job or because that's the class you're [assigned] to. [If
you don't want to be there] sometimes it don't work out.
The students described how they can "feel" whether or not their teachers want to be
there or whether they are simply going through the motions, and this feeling impacted
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their own attitudes about how much they were willing to put out. Bona insightfully
recognized that "it's all about communication."
Sarin expanded on this topic when she talked about teachers who ignore
students they don't think are good students.
You can see it in the teacher's face. They look at you and sometimes you can
just sense that they are probably thinking I'm never going to make it anywhere,
that I'm going to be a trouble maker forever... It's like that [teachers praising
good students] in high school too. I've noticed it. Even when I was around, I
think teachers tend to focus more on their good students - and teach them. And
once they find out the students who miss class or don't do homework and stuff,
they put them in a category and they just focus on the ones who are good
students and do the homework and you leave the other people aside. And you
can't teach like that. And some students, that's what they feel. They sense it.
Sarin could sense teachers' negative attitudes, but unlike many of her peers, she
decided to change her image so as to be perceived as a "good" student. She reflected
about this transformation. "So in 8th grade I changed my way and stuff. And some
teachers started to notice me... I wanted to prove myself." She possessed the internal
fortitude to change, but she recognized that for others this was not always possible.
She perceptively contrasted qualities that distinguish caring teachers from non-caring
teachers.
Teachers are always going to make assumptions about you and the first
impressions, if you do a good first impression, they're going to assume a lot of
good things and if you make a bad one, then they'll have a bad one. Teachers
are different. Some teachers are more caring than others. If you have one
teacher and you're doing bad in that class, they're not going to care. They're
going to want to focus on the good students or something. And then there's
other teachers that notice that you're doing bad and want to help you. And
that's the kind of. .more teachers that we need.
Some participants described feeling invisible in the classroom. Rei observed,
"Most teachers don't pay attention to you. They don't even look at you. The teachers
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only see the Americans. I think they just recognize their own people." She alluded to
possible racial implications concerning who gets seen and who doesn't.
Noar, too, described her perceptions of the low expectations she believed
teachers had for Cambodian students, also mentioning the themes introduced by others
of teachers "just doing their job” and focusing on the "good" students.
At the first high school I went to, teachers weren't actually focusing on me and
helping me. Like they didn't really care. They would look at our work, and be
like "Okay. Good job." They seemed to pay more attention to the other
students. What I see a lot is that the teachers at the high school treat all
Cambodians the same, like "All right. You're going to be a dropout anyways.
You know, there's statistics." .. The teachers really didn't focus on me. They
would try to, but it was obvious that they were just doing it because it was part
of their job. More focusing on other students. They don't seem to help a lot of
international students that much. Actually, a few friends of mine thought the
teachers over there were somewhat racist. And they just don't want to try to
help international students, because as much as they teach them, [they think]
they're not going to learn. Or [they think] they're slow and they don't have the
patience to teach them. So they just give up. They really won't tell you that.
They'll just go away. Then I got sick and tired of that place. It wasn't really
helping me.
Noar felt that the teachers had given up on her, which she attributed to their attitudes
about Cambodians who have a statistically high rate of dropping out. Nieto (2004) has
pointed out that teachers’ expectations often reflect the attitudes of the larger society,
including the school system, toward their students. In Noar's case, she recognized the
potentially racist implications of how Cambodian students are viewed. Feeling
ignored and uncared for were significant to Noar's decision to leave school.
Victoria expressed another perspective on how she was subjected to
inappropriately low expectations that she found insulting to her own capabilities.
There are some teachers, for Asian students [who think] "It's too hard for
them.." And English is sometimes hard for them. I understand that. What I
don't understand is when you speak English [almost] perfectly, and you're in
America and they're trying to teach you stuff that you know and they make you
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feel like you're dumb.. I know that some teachers, they talk really slow and
blocky because I'm Asian. But I talk English like the rest of the them and they
still talk blocky to me. "Do .. you .. understand?" and I'm like "I understand!"
They believe you need help when you actually don't. Like [they think] you're
dumb, basically. And that's what makes people take the easy way out. A lot of
people take the easy way out and it's not a good route to take.
"The easy way out" Victoria talked about suggested that students conform to their
teachers' expectations that they are "dumb" and consequently don't even try. She
asserted,
[Teachers] should respect their [students'] culture, respect who the person is,
and if they need extra help, then give it to them. And if they don't need extra
help, then don't give it to them. 'Cause some kids, like Johnny, he was given
too much extra help. To the point where he didn't learn anything. It didn't
work for him.
Len, who was classified as learning disabled, reflected on his
experience in elementary school.
In elementary school, they messed me up. If they taught me right then, I think
I might not be here. I’m not trying to blame them, but I’m trying to say I think
I would not have a lot of disabilities. I remember they did nothing. I think
they thought "He’s in the comer. He’s shy." They didn’t teach me how to
read. I mean I’m not trying to blame them, but they didn’t try... It’s just like
an Asian thing. We can’t blame them. We always got to blame ourselves.
His explanation, when I asked why he didn't want to blame his teachers, reflected a
Cambodian perspective that one cannot put blame on teachers and therefore can only
blame oneself. A Cambodian friend verified this outlook, saying that teachers are so
respected that it is inconceivable to many Cambodians to criticize them. I heard this
attitude from a number of participants, who expressed the attitude that they were at
fault if they were having difficulty in school. At the same time, Len expressed the
belief that he had been "messed up" in elementary school, because he hadn't been
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taught to read. He was caught in the middle of his realistic perceptions and his
cultural upbringing.
Some of Len’s peers had a different perspective because they had enjoyed
positive experiences with teachers who helped them when they were struggling. These
experiences showed them that they could be successful when they were supported and
consequently developed self-confidence in their own competence. For others, they may
have been influenced to hold teachers accountable by living in a culture that supported
the possibility that adults could be fallible. While acknowledging a Cambodian belief
in respect for teachers, some of the young people recognized that students were not
always to blame for learning difficulties and considered the responsibility could lie with
their teachers.
Coincidentally, because I was teaching at Len's elementary school, I had first¬
hand experience that validated his perception. As an ESOL teacher, I knew Len
because his younger sister was in my first grade class. When I visited his third grade
classroom on an errand, I remember my shock at seeing him and his friend Mach
playing with toy cars in the corner while the rest of the class was reading. They, in fact,
were not taught to read, probably because their learning required skills and
understanding their teacher lacked. When I decided to engage the two boys in
schooling by offering to work with them during our lunch times on a project for the
upcoming science fair, they astounded me with their hands-on knowledge to create a
remote controlled car. They had strengths and interests which potentially could have
been employed to help them learn to read.
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In order to respect students' cultures as suggested by Victoria, teachers
obviously need to know their students' ethnic background (as well as what that signifies
in terms of worldviews, behavior and other factors). Yet, many of the respondents
indicated that most of their teachers didn't know they were Cambodian. Sarin said,
"Not a lot of teachers know that I'm from Cambodia. They never asked me about it.
Well, some people did. The ones I was close to knew.'" Sarin spoke earlier of a
"good" teacher whom she was close to who knew she was Cambodian and who
appreciated what that meant. But most of her teachers made assumptions that she
found to be disrespectful of the Cambodian culture with which she strongly identified.
Teachers' ignorance of their students’ ethnic backgrounds often can also result in a
variety of culturally mismatched situations.
Cultural Mismatch Between the Students and the Schools Disadvantages
Students
Another recurrent theme centered around cultural mismatch. The young
people provided a number of examples of how the school system presented situations
that were difficult for them, interfering with their learning process, because of a
cultural mismatch. Sarom summarized the general perception when she said,
If you have talked to any other Cambodian students, they'll probably tell you
the same thing. It's like having to be something that you weren't raised to be.
Like you have to meet certain standards in the schools. There's expectations at
the schools, like the high school, to make you go against what you were raised,
how you were raised.
Sarom voiced some of the ways this created problems for her.
Like earlier in the school year, one of our family friends died. Everyone in the
Cambodian community went to the Buddhist temple to hold ceremonies. I
guess if you explained it to a teacher, they wouldn't understand it, because
they've never been that way. Like if you have an excuse, they're like well
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"You missed an important day." That's all they care about it. "This was
important for the NEAS." A family friend died. I think it's more important
than missing one day of school.
Cambodian funerals traditionally last three days and are sacred rituals in which
everyone participates. Sarom's perception that teachers wouldn't understand "because
they've never been that way" was probably accurate. In U.S. culture, a funeral is
expected to last a few hours, and ignorance of Cambodian culture could lead teachers
to expect only a short absence. Sarom perceived her teachers as valuing NEAS
preparation over the honoring of a Cambodian community member. This reflection
contrasted sharply with her earlier description of a caring teacher who supported her
when there was another death.
Another example Sarom related was particularly interesting, because it
appeared to be an attempt by the school administration to provide culturally accessible
communication with her parents.
This year I had first period free and they sent my parents a Cambodian written
note saying I'm being late every day or whatever. My parents got pissed,
because first of all it wasn't written correctly. It didn't make any sense. And
second of all, I wasn't able to read it. It's sort of insulting, because I can read it
and explain it to my parents and my parents know perfectly well what I'm
saying. My parents read English very well. It's insulting to think "They
probably don't know this. They don't know our culture." Also, I came here a
month after I was born. Now I'm 18. We've been here for 18 years. You sort
of catch on in 18 years.
From Sarom's response, it appeared that the well-intentioned attempt failed. One
respectful way to determine if language minority families desire communication in
their home language or need translators for meetings is to ask them. In a situation
involving another family with whom I had worked for years, I was told that the high
school had never provided translators when the father attended meetings to discuss his
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children’s progress. Knowing the limited English of the parents, I had to insist on the
presence of a translator. One has to know the families well to make appropriate
decisions, rather than making assumptions.
One could say that it is impossible to address the needs of all families who
speak a language other than English at home, especially in a district with many
languages and many levels of English. I agree that it is challenging, but when I taught
at Rainbow School (where there were 17 different languages represented), through the
combined efforts of ESOL teachers and a family liaison, we were able to appropriately
communicate with families in a variety of ways. One of the significant differences
between elementary schools and most high schools is the extent to which families and
students are known by their teachers. The next chapter will suggest some possible
solutions.
Sarom mentioned another area of cultural mismatch that relates to the way
schools are structured to suit the dominant Christian majority.
I just think there should be an awareness... 'cause most of the holidays that the
schools have off are Christian holidays. And those holidays, I don't celebrate,
so there's no point. It's just like, "Okay. Three weeks off." When I could be
learning. I can't miss school [for the Buddhist holidays] or the teachers will
get mad.
Another theme that emerged from the interviews centered around learning
preferences that are culturally related. Although Sarin considered herself fortunate to
be able to "take in information in any way they did it," she acknowledged that "some
people take in information differently." She remarked that
The teachers, their teaching methods are catered toward Americans, and you
know, everyone learns differently. And Asians, Cambodian people, take in
information differently. As a group the same thing, but differently from
Americans. Yeah, I think there's learning difference in the teaching styles.

231

When they're teaching, the way some teachers teach the students isn't really
good for everyone. You have all those different teaching styles, how people
can take in information. A lot of the teachers, I guess they have_is there
kind of a standard guidelines to teach or anything, policies or anything like
that? How to teach and what to teach?
When I answered her questions by saying teachers are expected to teach certain skills
and content, but they have choices about how they do that, she commented "Because
a lot of the teachers have the same style." And she went on to talk about her brother as
a hands-on person whose learning style was not accommodated in school. While
diverse learning styles, such as those related to bodily/kinesthetic intelligence
(Gardner, 1993), are not exclusively Cambodian, there was a large proportion of
Cambodian students, especially boys, who expressed preference for hands-on learning.
Many of these boys ended up dropping out of school.
Rei noted differences in participation styles of Cambodian and American students.
In the class, American students talk a lot. Way, way a lot. And the
Cambodian students, Southeast Asians, they don’t talk that much. They [are]
good [at] listening though. They listen well.
Len also believed Cambodians have different learning needs that relate to a lack
of English fluency.
We definitely learn different. Like when the teacher’s reading, I don’t have
vocabulary like that. You’re going to sit there. And the language is hard right
there. You’re not going to try. You’re going to just like move your head along
or sleep or something
Len gave an example of what can happen when a teacher fails to teach in a way that
matches the learning needs of children for whom English is a second language.
Because he was unable to follow what was happening in class, he gave up trying and
"just moved his head" to give the appearance of following or fell asleep.
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Sarin and Rei both mentioned memorization as a learning preference.
Sarin stated that "I'm really good at memorization... [In Cambodian schools there is]
lots of memorization.'’ Although she described herself as Americanized, she still has
this strength. Rei, who attended school in Cambodia, demonstrated unexpectedly
strong English spelling skills because of her ability to memorize.
Participation preferences can also produce cultural mismatch. One question I
asked the participants was whether they raised their hands in school. Sarom answered
by saying: "I'll give them an answer if they call on me. But I already know it. I don't
have to prove myself by raising my hand and telling everyone."
Her brother Mach responded.
Not really. Occasionally, like once in a while. [It's best to] keep
quiet. It depends on what class you were used to. And which teacher
you were comfortable with. [My favorite teacher was] my history
teacher. I had the same teacher for history and com. ed. He teaches
all of it. I just knew most of the answers, so I raised my hand 'cause I
know it. Like I watch the History channel. I knew most of the
people in there and if I looked like a jackass, I thought "oh well".
Friends.
Mach indicated that in a safe environment, with a trusted teacher and a group of
friends, he would be able to raise his hand, but this was rarely the case.
His friend Bona's answer to this question reflected a Cambodian value of not
showing off.
Well, I think I do my fair share of raising my hand. If you know the material
real well and you know all the answers, sometimes in your mind you feel like
you're being too cocky with everything and pouring out all the answers in class
when there are other students in class who need the opportunity to give an
answer, even if it's a wrong answer or a right answer. Sometimes I do that, but
most of the time I like to just keep quiet and listen.
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Len, too, described his reasons for not raising his hand that reflected previous
comments about not making public mistakes and not "showing off."
We get teased a lot of times. If we get more teased about our answers, it’s
hard. You know you feel okay, just don’t answer the question and sit there and
take notes or whatever. ... Like Southeast Asian kids don’t show off. If you
talk about showing off, Asian people, Japan, Chinese, Taiwan, they’re all
about the math. Like that’s a different class. Like seriously, that’s what’s
different from Asian people. They love showing off, they love they got the
knowledge. Mainly Chinese people.
Len's contrast of East Asian students with those from Southeast Asia echoed other
participants’ differentiation between those who come from privileged backgrounds and
the Southeast Asians who don't. Although stereotyping is inaccurate, as there are
many Asian students of all backgrounds who do not "show off," his comment seemed
to reflect his own feelings of incompetence in relation to other students with whom he
was often compared. Like the teachers, students also internalize and perpetuate such
stereotypes.
Most of the participants indicated they rarely raised their hands to answer
questions because they didn't feel comfortable bringing attention to themselves, nor
did they want to give the appearance of showing off. If they knew an answer, they
didn't feel a need to prove themselves to others. These responses suggested the
influence of traditional Cambodian expectations for children.
Another reason for remaining quiet, as Mach and Len indicated, was because
they didn't want to make mistakes in public. However, in a classroom surrounded by
friends, Mach was willing to take the risk. Len defined another issue when he
differentiated between Asians (East Asians) and Southeast Asians, where there are
substantial class and cultural differences which are not always recognized by teachers.
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In classrooms where "participation" is evaluated by the number of times students raise
their hands, most Cambodian students would be penalized for their reticence, while
their teachers would frequently be oblivious to the reasons why they did not raise their
hands.
A theme mentioned by a number of the young people related to how the climate of
the school negatively affected their feelings about being in school. Sarom described her
perception of the high school environment.
With me especially, I like the school environment to be nice and calm and I
like to know that the teachers trust me. Where it's not like that at all at the
high school. The security guards are staring at you; there's police cars
everywhere. And then there's Goon [a security guard] with his cart, chasing
you. If you have a slip to get off campus or something. I remember when
they opened up the lockers. They had the dogs sniff around. That doesn't say
that much about [trusting] the students... In high school it's sort of like a
prison.
Many of the young people also talked about their feelings of social isolation in
the school. This was described in terms of not being known, being invisible, or being
viewed as non-Americans in a school designed for Americans. Rei related her
experiences.
They [Americans] like the same people as themselves. When I was at Athens
High, they wouldn’t make friends with ESL students, even me. They don’t
like us. People ignore me or maybe they don't know how to talk to ESL. But it
seems like it's their place, their school, you know.
While Rei's experience differed from the other participants because of her more recent
arrival from Cambodia, Sarom, who had lived in Athens her entire life, also said that
she felt like she didn't belong. The social isolation was also compounded by academic
isolation where students were unlikely to ask for help and teachers didn't offer it.
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Sarom said," Like me, if I needed help, I wouldn't ask for help, but at the same time,
they [teachers] wouldn't come up to me for help."
Sarom also talked about a school environment that promoted athletics rather
than academic achievement.
It sort of feels like the school is focusing more on the athletes and cheerleaders
and after school clubs. Sort of pushing students "be an athlete and you'll be in a
parade and walk around on the football field and have everyone love you."
For some students, involvement in athletics can be a prime motivator to remain in
school. However, for students such as Sarom, who were outside the celebrated culture
of cheerleaders and athletes, the elevation of athletes as high status individuals further
contributed to her sense of exclusion from the school environment.
The young people also talked about how limited the opportunities were for
physical activity during lunch time or free periods. They complained that they
couldn't throw a football around or play basketball or soccer. For students who did not
participate in competitive sports but still enjoyed playing them, there was no
sanctioned outlet for them.
A final issue that the participants mentioned as interfering with their ability to
function in school was personal problems. The rigid structure of the school did not
allow the staff to respond to problems students were experiencing and sometimes
resulted in the students dropping out. Mach related how the emotional distress he
experienced from a conflicted relationship interfered with his involvement in school.
The first two years after 10th grade, that's when I started screwing up. I wasn't
focusing on things, on my work. Girl problems. Everybody goes through it. I
was not going to class. Yeah, left and right. I went to one or two. That was
about it.
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Because I was teaching at the high school during that time, I remember hearing about
how Mach was overwrought and behaving in self-destructive ways. His friends were
concerned, but the school only instituted its standard punishments for missing classes.
The Ritalin he was taking could also have contributed to his irrational behavior at this
time.
His sister also reflected on personal problems that eventually led to her
dropping out of school. With more flexibility and supportive counseling, the school
might have given Sarom the support she needed to persist.
I was gone half of my junior year and half of my senior year. Both of the times
I was out of school, sort of dealing with my living situation, and my financial
situation, and just where I was at personally. I got sick and missed a month of
school and they wouldn't let me back even though I had a note from my
parents and the doctor. Also, there was a problem with my job at the
restaurant, because I had to be at work at 2:00 and school didn't let out until
2:30. And school sort of wasn't reality for me. It was just another place to go
and I had to go and it was a place where I didn't want to be.
Sarin also pointed out the how the economic disparities in the community
affected the academic achievement of Cambodian students whose families were
working class.
Most of the Americans I see, they focus on their school work and they do the
sports and they want to go to college and stuff and then you have Cambodians
who just skip school and don't go to school and that kind of stuff. I think the
upper class, the upper middle class, suburban, they're more likely to focus on
the school and become jocks and cheerleaders and stuff, but the Cambodians
around here are not that different from the people who live in Southland and
Westfield [working-class communities].
The disparity in achievement between middle class students and those from lower
socioeconomic levels is a problem in Athens, as it is in much of the nation. The poor
rural communities of Southland and Westfield were recognized for the low
achievement levels of their students, who were also marginalized at the high school.
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Sarin identified the similarity between those students and her Cambodian peers as a
class issue as she contrasted them to the middle class students who had the privilege to
focus on school and sports.

Inadequate Teaching of Students Lacking Necessary Skills or
Classified as Learning Disabled Compounds Obstacles
Another theme related to obstacles to academic achievement was mentioned by
a few participants who related stories, similar to Len’s, of being in class and not having
the needed skills. Mach told a story of how he tried to cope with his inability to do the
assigned work.
I usually listened. You just had to read and listen. And we had books, looked
at the pictures. You looked like you're reading, but you're not. Third grade I
got caught for plagiarizing. Uh, copying somebody else's thing. [And why did
you copy it?] She expects me to write! "Write, write something in your life."
Okay. I can't write. I'll copy. I remember who I copied off. Susan. I could
probably write a little bit, but not that much. [Not enough] to do a story or an
essay or what I was supposed to.
One can only imagine the reaction of the teacher reading essays about students' lives
when she read an essay by a Cambodian boy that described a life lived by a White
middle-class girl. One would expect the teacher would know enough about each
student's skills to assign tasks appropriate for every student. In this situation, Mach's
strategy to cope with a task he was unable to accomplish backfired.
Mach, like Len, was classified as learning disabled (LD), and also talked about
not learning necessary skills:
I actually never learned to.[read and write]. I somewhat knew how to read in
middle grade, but I still didn't know how to read or write. I felt like a jackass.
Everybody could write, read better than me. 'Cause you know, la, la, I still had
a special class for me to do my homework and they'd read to me. In the
beginning of high school, that's actually when I started to learn, 'cause I needed
it to actually do my work. You had to do that. [Why didn't you learn to read
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and write?] It could have been my ADD. 'Cause they didn't teach me to read.
They read to me, but when you look at it - crap! Just a picture book. I never
knew reading was a big deal. Everybody just did their stuff and I just did 2
plus 2 is this and that. I could do that. I just don’t say anything. I'm the quiet
one that don't say anything. Being in class, don't say nothing. Or she can pick
on you and say you can read out loud.
Mach was smart enough to develop coping tactics to avoid exposure of his limited
skills, one of them being to remain quiet so he wouldn't be called on. But he also felt
incompetent because he realized that everyone else could do something he couldn't.
In my interview with his sister, Sarin, she questioned me about Mach and I
shared with her some of my observations from his elementary school experience that
corroborated his perceptions. She reflected on her own participation in his negative
self image.
I didn't know this. He always told me that "teachers didn't teach me", but I don't
know if it's true.. But to hear it from you, being a teacher, and I hear what he's
saying. You know, coming from him, he's just your brother.. and then to hear it
from someone else. Because maybe then I wouldn't have made fun of him so
much, (laughs). Because you know, I feel sorry that I made fun of him and
called him dumb, retarded and all that stuff. 'Cause I know he isn't. Obviously,
he's really smart. [And the more he heard that..] Yeah, the more it made him..
. and I kind of feel like it was my fault too, or maybe my sister's fault, bugging
him, saying "You're stupid; you're retarded; you can't read" and all that kind of
stuff. But now I understand it and why it was like that. I don't know why he
didn't tell me earlier, 'cause if he had told me I would have done something
about it. [But you were in elementary school too]. Yeah, but I still would have
done something about it. That's wrong!
Sarin was distressed to realize that her own ignorance contributed to her brother's
negative self image. But her response to him was not unusual and made sense from a
Cambodian perspective that assumes that if a student is not doing well, he must be at
fault, because one cannot question the competence of a teacher or the school. I heard
similar reactions to their friend Maline's difficulties in school and her subsequent
retention, where her friends said she must be 'stupid' because she failed. So the

students are not only failed by the school system, but they are also condemned by their
family and friends.
Mach presented some perceptive thoughts about his classification as learning
disabled.
I was weird because school classified me weird because of my learning
disability. You want me to be this, I'm going to be that. They classify you as
something. Learning disability. Am I really learning disability or am I not
learning the way you want me to learn? What are you going to do about it?
You can't change the way I think.. .They classify you. You have local, NEAS,
not. If they say you can learn at this level, you have those learning skills. You
have an eighth grade reading level. Or you have a seventh grade reading level.
And with that reading level, they're going to put you in that class. When you
know you could do better. The only thing that was limiting me was probably
that. And if I had a reader [classified students are provided with someone to
read test material to them], I could probably do better than anybody else.
Every time I have a reader, I do better.
He articulated three important issues about classification. One was that he lived up to
his classification of "weird" because that's what they wanted him to be. This
observation described the results of a self-fulfilling prophecy "which means that
students perform in ways in which teachers expect" (Nieto, 2004, p.42). His second
insight pointed out that his way of learning didn't fit in with the way the school wanted
him to learn and so he was defined as the problem, rather than considering the
possibility of a "teaching disability." His third important observation recognized that
students are tracked by their reading ability. He realized that he had the intellectual
ability to be successful in higher level classes if he had been provided with a reader,
but reading ability was the only criterion for placement.
In addition to his classification as LD, he was also labeled as having attention
deficit disorder (ADD). He described how the drugs he was given for this affected his
ability to participate in gym and school.
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They gave you... I forgot what those pills are called. Amphetamines.
Something that has meth in it, that’s all I know. It's for my ADD. So you want
to calm me down. [Then] you expect me to be active during this [gym] time.
Right. It was Ritalin and then something that begins with an'm'. I was too
tired, because one was strong enough. Supposed to make you focused. Made
me sit and stare. I actually wasn't learning anything. Nothing was going in my
head.
The use of drugs such as Ritalin for ADD has been subject to much debate in the
medical community and some parents have refused to allow their children to be
medicated in this way (Breggin, 2004). However, Mach's parents, with their limited
English and experience, were neither in a position to understand or challenge the
school's directive, nor to communicate with the doctor if the drugs were too strong or
were ineffective. The fact that Ritalin made Mach "sit and stare" was not noticed by
his teachers. And he was not alone in the Cambodian community in having this
experience, as he explained.
Usually, the whole Cambodian community was taking Ritalin. They
[educators] just need to learn more about ADD. They think they know but I
don't think so. They're just randomly diagnosing a little kid. You're too happy
for your own kind.
His statement that "the whole Cambodian community was taking Ritalin" was
exaggerated, but he was correct in perceiving that a disproportionate number of
Cambodian boys were given the drug. His remark that educators "just need to learn
more about ADD" is insightful, because my experience has indicated that students who
don't fit with the expected norms are often too quickly labeled and drugged as
described by Mach. Side effects sometimes produce schizophrenic like behavior
(Breggin, 2004). This is particularly significant, given that Mach attributed his
ultimate disengagement with school to a period of time when he was "crazy." A
similar situation occurred for Chath, who was also medicated with Ritalin. Although
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Mach didn't possess all the scientific knowledge, he intuitively understood the damage
that Ritalin usage caused him.
When I asked Mach why he thought so many Cambodian students were classified,
he replied.
They [Cambodian students] can't speak. Teachers can’t understand them.
Probably won't listen to them because they don't know what the hell they are
saying. I never had a problem learning. I teach myself. I figure things out
myself. Same thing with my ADD. Because I couldn't pay attention when I
was a little kid. [But] I was motivated to get my GED.
The combination of different learning preferences and limited English
proficiency could easily lead to misdiagnosis by educators who don't have the
knowledge to understand and effectively teach these students. Literacy in English is
one of the prime requirements for achievement in all areas of schooling. The fact that
many Cambodian students were not adequately taught how to read and write hampered
them in every subject. Even Victoria, who was deemed successful by her teachers, said
she still struggles with reading.
Irrelevant Curriculum Contributes to Disengagement
A persistent theme emerging from the interview data pertained to curriculum
that was irrelevant and boring which decreased students' motivation to learn. One of
the primary structural factors in schools that affect students' engagement in learning is
whether the curriculum is designed to be relevant to the students' interests and the
knowledge they bring to school. The words of the participants in this study indicated
that far too often this relevance was absent. Sarom declared that
High school teachers focus more on the NEAS than actually teaching the
students. Like they go by the book. That's boring. It's really boring. And you
don't focus if it's the same concept, exactly the same thing in the textbooks.
We could just read the textbooks.
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Her sister, Victoria, explained why she believed this occurs.
Teachers teach different. In school, you have to teach a certain amount of
things. Follow students to comprehend. Teachers have been fired because the
state... because their class could have learned so much, but couldn't pass the
NEAS. And the requirements. So teachers can't teach what they want to
teach. They have to teach what the state wants them to teach. And I hate what
the state wants them to teach. It's boring.
Victoria recognized that teachers are limited in how and what they can teach by
pressures from outside the classroom. The current emphasis on high stakes testing
prevented even good teachers from using creative pedagogical approaches where
"their class could have learned so much" and instead they focused on "what the state
wants them to teach."
In addition to the emphasis on teaching toward standardized tests, the
Cambodian young people addressed the Eurocentric nature of the curriculum. When I
asked if anything about Cambodia had been taught in her classes, Sarin said, "I never
expected it to be. You're in America; you're going to an American school, so you're
going to focus on Americans." But she also acknowledged that "It would be nice" if
Cambodian history was included.
And her brother Mach declared:
American history is about anything that happened to Americans. Your
Americans. There's two definitions of Americans. You have the American
things that are native here. And then you have the Native Americans. How is
KKK 'get out of my country' when the Native Americans were here first?
[Who are the Americans that are taught about in American history?] English
Americans. Because you know how they come from England, made a colony,
because that's how everything started. There's colonies from England, blah,
blah.
He recognized the irony of those who claim to be "real" Americans, a status
acquired as a result of the historical repression of America's original inhabitants.
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He also didn't expect to find himself included in American history, which is
about the "English Americans." And in his perspective, global history, too, only
covered topics that were centered on the United States.
It was like they teach about Germany because of Hitler. And they teach about
England because of the ... Did they teach about Peru? No. Only about the
Panama Canal because that's a big thing around there. It had to do with the
United States doing something to them or our allies from other countries. It had
to do with that.
Rei expressed a similar response when asked if Cambodian history was taught
in her classes..
Not really in America. You learn American history. And the teacher don't
really understand you and they just teach what they have to teach. They don't
even care where you come from. You just sit in the class and don't understand
from your experience.
When I asked Mach if he thought other heritages should be included in
American history, he had an interesting response, probably based on his mother's recent
attempt to pass the citizenship test, which required memorizing the answers to 100
trivial U.S. history questions.
Well, it messes up everybody else's education. If that happened, you'd have to
relearn things. That's the point. They don't want to do that. If they did that, then
everybody else would be screwed up. You’re freaking when you go to apply for
citizenship. More questions.
Victoria also said the curriculum didn't cover Cambodian history, but
easily could have.
No. They need it in the textbooks. It's a piece of history... it's not American
history. That's why it's not in it. But I think it's a part of American history,
'cause they could have done it [when we studied] when President Nixon, was
in power. Because they talk about the Vietnam War. Because the Vietnam
War involved so many American people. That's why it was in there. But the
only thing they talk about is Pol Pot. But the Holocaust is really, really a big
thing. I know why. Because it was what the Jewish people went through. But
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in a way, it was the same thing with the Cambodian people. But different
country, smaller. It was so big. It took a long time for the people to find out
about what was happening to the Jews and just 'cause we're in the war and we
helped to free them. And that made America a big hero because we ended the
war.
The coverage of history from an 'American' perspective excluded the history and
perspectives of Cambodians and others, resulting in their positioning as not American
and not important. For example, I would suggest that much of the blame for the
deaths of millions of Cambodians during the Vietnam conflict lies with the United
States, something that neither textbook historians nor Americans in general may be
ready to confront. By teaching only a superficial view of the Cambodian holocaust,
not only are students being denied a full understanding of the Cambodian experience,
but Cambodian students can be harmed, as demonstrated by the experiences of
Victoria's friends, which she described below.
I know my own history. That's the thing. [But your classmates don't know?].
They don't. They ask stupid questions. That's what I don't like. "Are you
Chinese?" "NO, I'm Cambodian!" "You're Khmer Rouge?" "No." Yeah,
that's what happened in Hailing [a nearby community]. My friends Pala and
Parry go there.. The teacher there is dumb, I think. [The kids said] "Her
grandpa's Pol Pot." 'Cause Pala's dad was a Khmer Rouge. He had to be one
or his family died. But they don't know that. They're really dumb. American
people, some of them are just in a little box of America. Arrogant - and they
don't think about other cultures. They think that other cultures are bad.
Many of the young people reported that the only mention of Cambodia in the
curriculum was peripherally in reference to the Vietnam War (called the American
War in Southeast Asia) and, as Sarom described, a teacher's attempt to include her was
problematic.
I don't even remember anything from global studies. And when they bring up
the Vietnam war, they always look at me. Like I knew hands on how it felt.
But I don't. If you want to know, you would have to ask my parents. Or my
grandparents. And I'm not Vietnamese. It's just the fact that if something from
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Southeast Asia comes up at the high school, they look at you, and they're just
like "Oh, you're from there. Why don't you tell us what your parents went
through?" Why do you have to put the spotlight on me? Sometimes I don't
want to talk about it. Sometimes I do. If it helps someone, I would do it if it
helps them to realize their ignorance. But the students don't realize that there
were several different things going on at the same time. There are different
perspectives of what was going on. You get singled out that way. I've met so
many people who don't know where Cambodia is, and they learn about it in
global studies, and that's all they know. The place that got taken over and
that's about it. Like teachers don't teach other students, don't make them aware
of other cultures, religions.
Putting the "spotlight" on Sarom without asking her permission placed her in an
uncomfortable position, although the teacher may have believed she was being
inclusive. The teacher could have respectfully included Sarom's knowledge had she
planned ahead with her or even invited her parents to come into the class and share
their experiences. Both Sarom and Victoria, as well as other participants, expressed
their perceptions that teachers aren't interested in teaching about the history and
culture of "others". Victoria extended this perception to the majority of Americans
who are "in a little box of America" and don't think of other cultures or "think that
other cultures are bad."
Sarom described a similar experience that occurred during the study of
religion.
I remember also in global studies, they did something about religion 'cause
they do the Christian [topic]. The issue about Christianity and Judaism, like
Muslims, Islamic and how it became Buddhist. And she turns to me and said
"You're Buddhist, right?" Yeah, but it's not the same as what's written on the
history books. But there's so many ways to define a religion. And she just
points me out "So what is it? A way of life or just something you have to deal
with?" And I'm like "My parents believe it's a way of life." They really don't
give you the respect that you deserve. It's sort of funny, how they think that's
teaching, by putting you in the spot and saying "We know this already. Why
don't you tell the class?" It doesn't make sense at all.
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Sarom recognized a frequently used teacher strategy that appears to be seeking
knowledge from students, but is actually not valuing what they say because "We know
this already." She felt the teacher's question was bogus and not respectful of her
knowledge. When teachers are unable to go beyond the limited and fragmented
content of textbooks (Nieto, 2004; Gay, 2000) they miss opportunities to expand the
knowledge of all their students through thoughtful inclusion of the knowledge of
individual students such as Sarom.
Noar raised another issue when she commented about her discomfort when
Cambodian history was presented without sensitivity to the feelings of those whose
families had actually experienced the trauma of the war.
Then again when I got to high school we learned more about Cambodia, 'cause
we ended up talking about Southeast Asia, you know that section. They were
teaching history. And they got into Cambodia and they talked about the Pol
Pot regime and showed all these pictures. And it just kind of hurts you, 'cause
you experienced that. You had to get away from that. Talked about the
Killing Fields. It was like it was hurting. Makes you think a lot about what
happened to your relatives and the people still today in Cambodia. It's kind of
weird. At the Alternative School, in a class, if you feel uncomfortable about
this, you can leave class. Talk about it later. At the high school it's weird.
They just make you sit there. [I was feeling] just out of it. I guess I didn't
want to say anything, because I didn't want to be on the spot and have all eyes
on me.
Teachers often do not consider the effects on individual students of having their
traumatic histories discussed in class. The Alternative School developed a model that
acknowledged the potential for emotional reactions by making it permissible for
students to take a break if the topic was too heavy for them to handle - and then to talk
about it later. What is just history for some students can have painful associations for
others.
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Bona had another perspective on why Cambodian history wasn't part of the
curriculum in his classes.
We probably skipped the unit [Cambodian history], I was in history two.
That's when you're supposed to do it. But by the time we get to Southeast
Asia, the unit would end and the school year would end, and so they just cut it
off... I would be in a history class with two or three Cambodian people with
me. We'd get like to China and to Thailand and then we'd just stop right there.
Didn’t want to go any further down. [Why did that happen?] I don't know.
There's a lot of things to cover. In a lot of classes they just want to go on to
other things.
Bona explained the lack of Cambodian curriculum as a result of time constraints. With
Cambodian history at the end of the unit at the end of the school year, the teachers
didn't find time to cover it, even with a class including a number of Cambodian
students. This gave a message to the students that their history wasn't as important as
other topics. Bona commented that his Cambodian peers didn't know too much about
their history and that "if they [teachers] do that in school, maybe they would pay more
attention, because they're actually thinking about their parents or their grandparents."
He identified a prime motivator for academic success encouraged by multicultural
educators: that curriculum that is representative and inclusive of the students' lives is
more likely to engage them in the learning process.
In the group discussion I asked the young people if they could imagine an
Asian teacher at the high school teaching about Asian history. This was their
conversation.
Bona: They wouldn't have that.
Tenzin: That would never happen. (Sarom: laughs)
Bona. They wouldn't allow that in the first place. Only American teachers.
Only about American stuff.
Tenzin: Yup.
Bona. They only allow American teachers.
Sarom: The history of the U.S. That's what they have.
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Tenzin: They’re not going to teach the history of our culture.
Sarom: Yeah, they're not going to have someone of a different origin teach
U.S. history. They're not going to pick any Asian people to teach U.S. history.
'Cause they're from "that" place. They're not from the U.S. They're not going
to do that.
Tenzin: That would be nice if they actually did something like that. But it
won't happen.
In the above conversation, the students were laughing at the preposterousness of my
suggestion that there could be an Asian history teacher. Although multicultural
educators have demonstrated the benefits for minority students of having teachers who
share their cultural experiences (Au & Kawakami, 1994; Osborne, 1983; LadsonBillings,1994), these students saw the schools as locations meant to serve 'Americans'
by Americans, which did not include them.
Racism and Profiling Demoralizes Students
The theme of racism, discrimination and racial profiling emerged from the
interview data in a variety of contexts. The participants spoke about their experiences
with other students and with teachers. Nieto (2004) described institutional
discrimination as

the systematic use of economic and political power in institutions (such as
schools) that leads to detrimental policies and practices .. .which have a
destructive effect on groups that share a particular identity (be it racial, ethnic,
gender, or other) (p.37).
She distinguishes this from individual discrimination which does not have the same power to
limit students' life chances. When I asked the participants if they thought there was racism
at the high school, their replies focused more on the latter, without connecting it to the
systemic attitudes, policies and practices that institutionalize racist viewpoints. This is not
surprising given the limited education about institutional racism provided in the curriculum.
Sarin gave this explanation:
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Basically it's when you don't like someone for their race. Not just like someone,
but not treating them equally. I don't think there's racism. I think there's
prejudism. Because I don't really think the teachers hate one race. It's more
they just don't like something, basically. I don't know how to explain this. I
don't think they're racist. I just think they're prejudiced. See it's really difficult
for me because I never had any problem.
Some of the participants responded to my question about racism by focusing on
it as a Black/White issue among students, but also spoke about Black animosity toward
Asians. Conflict between members of subordinated groups is of a different nature than
the racist actions employed by those who are part of the dominant group, but because
they experienced it in the same way, the students didn't make such distinctions.
Victoria talked about her own experience with interethnic hostility.
Oh, there's a lot of racism. Yeah, the Blacks, the Whites, everybody. Like the
Blacks, they don't like anybody .. .unless you become friends with them. And
when you become friends with them, they're nice. But they just don't like
anybody that disrespects them. And the White kids, like some of them, they
have Black friends. And try to be ghetto or something like that. And the other
Whites, they're like rednecks (Laughs). They used to be my friends, but they
brought it to the point of Confederacy and talking about the Klan - oh!
She witnessed the responses to racism that Black students experienced, but
didn't demonstrate an understanding of its systemic nature.
Although, there's like racism, Black kids always bring that "'Cause I'm Black"
[to explain what they experience]. And I'm like "Look, I'm Asian." It's just
dumb like that. The American kids get it harder than the Black kids, because
the Black kids always make fun of the American kids. And push them around.
And the American kids don't want to do anything 'cause they don't want to get
beat up. I avoid that in school. Like I have some Black friends, but I don't
dare... If I just say hi they might say something different. I do say "hi" to
them sometimes. I don't want to be stuck up and stuff. It's just hard to be nice
to them when you don't know what they're going to be up to.
Victoria didn't consider the African American students to be "American" any
more than she considered Asians to be American. She recognized that racism positions
them all as 'other.' In her perception, the "American" (i.e. White) kids "get it harder"
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because Black kids can make fun of them and beat them up. She didn't seem to
recognize the ways Black students are institutionally oppressed, resulting in hostile
behavior.
The pitting of Blacks against Asians is one of the results of those at the bottom
fighting among themselves, instead of joining together to combat their mutual
oppression. Victoria described how this dynamic plays out.
Black people pick on Asians. Because they're Asian or because they're just
different. That's how Black people are. That's what everyone's like. They
pick on someone who's different. And Asian people can't stick up for
themselves because Black people have their whole family, and [will] beat them
up and stuff. And you don't want to create stuff like that. But if you know
how to stick up for yourself, and you have connections, it works.
Victoria has concluded that people just "pick on someone who's different." The only
way to protect oneself, especially if one doesn't have a family to come to her rescue, is
to "stick up for yourself and have connections." While Victoria seemed able to
accomplish this, for many others, the school environment was not a secure place.
Victoria expanded on her coping skills:
It's also how your parents bring you up. And how you respond to that. I
respond by myself. I tell the teacher. Like some kids, they just keep it to
themselves; they burst inside. But I tell the teacher "He's making fun of me.
Give him a time out! That's what he gets!" In elementary school, I've been
made fun of being Asian. But I didn't take it personal. I told the teacher. I'm a
tattle tale.
Victoria had developed strategies to cope with racial conflict - she didn't "take it
personal"; she "sticks up" for herself and she had "connections." But she also didn't
appear to have been educated about the systemic nature of racism in the United States
that would have enabled her to put her experiences in a broader context.
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Mach had also experienced racial conflict with Blacks. But he made an
interesting distinction between upper and lower class African Americans. He related:
They call me'chink'. "You're a fuckin chink.." I'm Asian! I think Black people
swear a lot. Ghetto people, they swear a lot. [But] most African American
people I know, they're upper class and they don't swear at all.
Suzanne and Sophine called themselves Blackbodian, having a biracial identity as
both African American and Asian. Suzanne shared their own unique perspective on
relations between the two groups.
It’s kind of weird. Because we’re half Black and half Asian but we feel more
Asian than Black. Sometimes we tend to be prejudiced against Black people
because some of the stuff they say to us, you would never catch an Asian person
saying. Asian people don’t care. They crack jokes about Blackbodian and we
accept that because we joke with them. But the Black people, like these two
girls in particular, have this thing against ‘yellow people’. They just sit there
and rag on us for stupid things. "Oh you’re Asian." And if some Asian person
doesn’t do well. Uh! They’re really vulgar. And Asians don’t really care.
When I asked them why they think Black people treat them badly, they hypothesized
possibilities.
So: Maybe it’s because of the stereotype that all Asians are smart.
Su: Oh yeah.
So: There was this one thing in middle school about the reason that Asian
people have so much money is that they don’t pay taxes.
Su: Oh yeah!
So: They were like, "You don’t pay taxes."
Su:. There was this Amy; she was in high school and I think her parents own a
restaurant here. And we don’t all just ghetto, like oversize T-shirts and like
nappy hair.
So: Yeah, our hair.
Su: Our hair. They tend to get jealous about that. "Why is their hair so
straight?" They hate us for the dumbest reasons.
When I commented that I remembered Southeast Asian students being
harassed by Black students when they walked home from Center Elementary School,
Sophine and Suzanne continued their deliberations on the question.
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Su: Because most of them lived downtown.
So: Asians are supposed to be smart and overachievers and they’d probably
get farther in life because/
Su: /Blacks, they are crooks.
So: I say that all the Asian kids are really smart.
Su: Yeah, the girls. Actually, it depends on like what.. .you can’t really
generalize all Asians. Like Cambodians. Like Chinese people, they’re more
smart.
So: There’s a lot of Chinese people who speak Cambodian, but they’re
accepted as being Cambodian, because they speak it.
It was revealing that when I asked about racism, most of the participant
responses about student interactions focused on Black students This is comparable to
White responses about racism that focus on African Americans as 'the problem'
without examining the effects of White racism (Howard, 1999; Kivel, 1996; McIntosh,
1988). There are also indications that the historical subordination of Black people in
this country has created a resentment toward newcomers, such as Asians, who are able
to achieve economic success and acceptance while Black Americans continue to be
held back by discriminatory practices. Not having been educated about the
sociopolitical and historical roots of racism in the United States, their perceptions are
often based on misinformation and stereotypes.
The young people also commented on teachers' attitudes toward Cambodian
students. A number of them, including Bona, described them as racial profiling.
When I got into maybe 10th or 11th grade, like just walking into a class, there's
automatically a profile about you. I guess you could say racial profiling.
Sometimes I think it has to do with past Asian students that they had. You
know what I'm saying? If they had an Asian student who was... didn't come
to class or something.
His explanation attributed teachers’ racial attitudes to past Asian students who were
problematic rather than to the teachers' own belief systems. And Victoria gave a similar
response that put the 'blame' on the students rather than the teachers or the system.
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I've experienced stuff like that. I just don't take it personal. If they [teachers]
don't like me, they don't like me. I think that it's just their experiences with the
colored kids have been really hard. And they have always, the colored kids,
even the White kids, have fought back with the teachers. It's just more likely
that the colored kids are doing something more dramatic. And [the teachers]
don't like that and that's what they think every person does. That's what
everyone's like, basically.
Noar told a story that suggested at least one teacher had negative stereotypes
about Cambodian students which he was teaching directly to other students.
This girl, she told me she's been hanging out with these Cambodians; she's not
Cambodian. She's been doing bad in class. Not because she's hanging out
with them, just because she doesn’t go to class, skips, doesn't feel like doing
her homework. She told me that was her decision. And she told me that a
teacher came up to her and he said "You need to stop hanging out with those
Cambodians, 'cause they're going to get you in trouble and convince you to
drop out. Because there are statistics that most Cambodians drop out of school
or do bad. Now if you want to do good in school, I'd suggest that you not hang
out with them."
If this third hand report was accurate, it was a devastating indictment of how
Cambodian students are perceived by some teachers, even though such statements
would rarely be voiced in public.
The students indicated in the interviews that they believed that discrimination
was a fact of life in America that they had to accept. But Bona stated that he had
become stronger from dealing with it.
You know, you got to deal with it. I put up with some things, but a lot of
things, they tend to [be hard]. In that way, you're sort of built stronger 'cause
you're constantly fighting. So your pride builds up and you're built a lot more
stronger. It's like people who like to live easier, it's like a piece of wood, but
you're automatically getting stronger and then you become a piece of steel.
Because the young people had not been provided with theoretical knowledge
about racism and discrimination, they did not have the language or understanding to
articulate what they observed. In his research, Kiang (2002) concluded that the
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understanding his students gained in their Asian Studies classes enabled them to more
critically examine their own experiences, resulting in a renewed appreciation of their
heritage and a commitment to social activism to combat inequity.
Tracking Limits Students' Opportunities
The institutional practice of tracking was a theme mentioned in a variety of
contexts by many of the young people. Sarom found that the tracks available to her
did not provide appropriate choices.
I went to NEAS and it was too slow for me. I went to honors and it was a little
bit too fast for me. Like they have paces. When I went to my NEAS class, I
would just fall asleep because I was so bored. I already knew the stuff. And
I’d go to my honors class and I would fail the test, because she'd give us five
minutes to know ten chapters and you get quizzed.
Her sister, Sarin, who selected honors classes in high school, related her
experience of being "the only one," something that was also the case for other students
of color. Sarin asserted that this was something she took pride in, but was also a
commentary about the tracking system and who had access to honors classes.
[In honors classes] there's always a lot of Americans. Yeah. Me or sometimes
I'll have another Asian person with me. Either they'll have two or three Asians
or it was me by myself, depending on what period I had it. It was a lot of
White people. There were some [Black people], but not a lot. Yeah, I noticed.
In my economics class, I was the only Asian person in it. That's my English
class, there were two Asians. No Cambodians. I was the only Cambodian
student in all my classes. To me, it felt good. Because I never really got along
with them, so I didn't have to face them. But it felt good to me too, because I
noticed that I was accomplishing something that no one else was. And maybe
it sounds a little conceited or something, but to me it's all good because for me
to be Cambodian and then to have all these Cambodian people here doing all
this stuff. It felt good to be separated from them. It may sound conceited, but
it felt good, to be the only one.
With the exception of Sarom, the Cambodian students were tracked into the lower
tracks. According to her this was also true for other students of color.
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Students are often tracked into classes that are determined by their
performance in previous grades, sometimes locking them in as early as first grade.
Len attributed his placement in a low level history class to his middle school
achievement when, he claimed, he didn't yet know how to approach learning. He
realized that he was capable of more than his teacher thought he was and he proved it
/

to her.
It was in high school and it was history. I love history. I’m like "I know the
answer. I should not be in this class." It was like they put me in a class; it was
so slow and easy. And they thought, you know, I should go slow. And history
was not something I should go slow in. History is something I should move on
with everybody else. It was, "In middle school history he did this, so we
should put him in that class." It was not, it was just the fact that I didn't know
nothing yet, until I went to the high school and until a lot of stuff came back
and I need to realize what I’m doing. So then I talked to my teacher. "I
shouldn’t be in this class." She didn’t believe me and then I did all the work
shorter. "Look at the work I’m doing in this class." So she took me out of that
class and put me in a local NEAS class. I did okay. And then she put me in
the NEAS. I did fine, kept my pace, whatever. My test score, it was okay.
Not great, but I was still in that class. I got a C or B average.
Len's agency in demanding to be moved to a higher level was unusual. Most
Cambodian students would be more likely to accept the school's placement
unquestioningly.
The institutional practice of tracking has been shown to limit students'
opportunities to live up to their potential as well as to be in heterogeneously-grouped
learning environments. Research conducted by Jeannie Oakes (1985) found that
t

students in higher tracks learned skills related to critical thinking, problem solving and
creative writing, and mastered the vocabulary that would raise their scores to college
entrance exams, while students in the lower tracks focused on rote learning and
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memorization. Additionally, she reported that students' classification as lowachieving affects how they are perceived by their teachers, their peers, and themselves.
Inadequate Counseling Hinders Students' Academic Progress
An institutional hindrance to school success mentioned by many participants
related to the theme of the poor guidance counseling they received. Mach related a
story that I found astonishing
I liked science classes, but they put them in a weird order. I took unified science.
In my freshman year. Usually when you're a senior and you have nothing else to
take, you take unified science. And then they screwed up on [math]. I took math
course 2. Because it [course I] was full. For the whole year. And when they
scheduled my other classes the next year, then they realized "You didn't take
course 1?" '"No." "Really?" 'Cause they realized I didn't take it yet. So I went
backwards.
Because he didn't consider questioning the authority of the guidance counselors, Mach
was placed inappropriately in both science and math, even though he knew the
placements were wrong.
Bona's reason for dropping out was directly related to inadequate guidance
counseling. He wasn't provided with adequate information about graduation
requirements throughout his high school career and then was informed in his senior
year that he didn't have sufficient credits to be able to graduate.
[I dropped out} because they said I had another year. I went to 9th and 10th and
11th grade and they said I was doing my credit good. They said I was a little
behind, but they said it would be all right. And then when I got to the last year,
it was like "Well, we can try to squeeze everything and see if you could do it or
you could have another year or another year and a half until you do what you
have now." 'Cause it was like I thought that I was doing good. 'Cause in the
first three years I finished three math classes when I was required two; I
finished three science when I was required two; all my English, 9th through
12th. In history, I got held back, so I did all of history 1 and history 2. And
government. But I didn't do U.S. history. To me, if I knew it (GED) was
going to be like that, I wouldn't have gone to high school that long.
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For Chath, his problems in high school that led to skipping classes related to
the insufficiency of the literacy skills he had developed in elementary school. Rather
than providing the help he needed, the school's solution was to send him to "Boot
Camp."
I had problems. I didn't do my homework. I didn't like school. Some things I
didn't understand. Like when I was younger, I didn't understand words. And
so the habit just grew onto me. I didn't understand it, so I hated it, so I didn't
do it. .. They didn't ask me questions about why I skipped. They just said I
had a bad habit of skipping classes. Probably they think I have problems.
They tried to send me to this one thing. Boot camp. 'Cause it was the only
way for me to do good in school. [The vice principal] said it was better for me
to go over there. I was going to go, but I didn't go because it was too far away.
Florida.
Sina, one of the few who graduated from the high school, said her guidance
counselor " doesn't really help that much." She decided to attend the community
college and it didn't appear she was presented with any other options. My own
experiences at the high school included attending meetings my students had with their
guidance counselors and substantiated the participants' reports. It was only my
presence at those meetings that compelled the counselors to provide a range of
information and options that were not presented until I asked about them. There
seemed to be only one guidance counselor who was tuned in to the needs of students
who were not part of the dominant group and interested in helping them to achieve
their goals.
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Kiang (2002) observed that the Southeast Asian college students he served
reported that they would not access the support services available at the college, but
would seek help from friends or try to figure things out themselves. This approach
was also reported by a Vietnamese student in Nieto's study (2004) and seemed to be
true of the participants in this study as well.
Dropping Out: A Response to Insurmountable Obstacles
The numerous obstacles described in the previous section resulted in some
students choosing to leave school before graduation. Dropping out of school, for
many of the young people, was the only alternative they found available to address the
demoralizing experiences of being a student at Athens High School. Sarom described
her perceptions on why Cambodian students drop out, reasons which were linked to
their invisibility within the school; a restraint on asking for needed help, probably
influenced by their culture; and the negative attitudes teachers projected about them.
With the students that I know that dropped out, they hated it, because it felt
like they didn't matter, they were a small percentage of the school. Like me, if
I needed help, I wouldn't ask for help, but at the same time, they wouldn't come
up to me for help. And if I failed one semester, then [they think] I'm going to
fail the next. That was their mental attitude. They're like ''Well if you can't do
it, then don't do it all and just fail."
Her words summarized much of what had been expressed in the interviews, that
students felt like they didn't matter; were unable to get the help they needed; and were
perceived negatively by their teachers who didn't really care about them. She also
spoke about another issue that affected a number of Cambodian students who were
retained or failed classes that they had to retake.
'Cause this year, there are so many people that I know who dropped out who
are Cambodian. Like Bo... like they got held back, they didn't graduate.
They were supposed to graduate last year, and they come to school and then
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they see the people [who say] "You're a super senior" and that doesn't help that
much. With teachers knowing that you were in that class last year and you
were supposed to graduate; probably they were the reason, like this is the class
that they failed in; why you didn't graduate. It's facing those teachers. It sort
of beats you down. I think it's like the whole appearance thing. Like people
see you as someone who isn't as smart, who's been held back, so like it beats
on them. It hurts their self-esteem.
The toll that is taken on students' self-esteem when other students and teachers
perceive them as failures can push students out of school. Harvard psychologist
Robert Brooks (2004) reported that "across studies, retention at any grade level is
associated with later high school dropout, as well as other deleterious long-term
effects" (p.3). The young people spoke of their efforts to continue in school, despite
the obstacles, such as this narrative by Sarom.
I tried really hard to get a high school diploma. I went to BOCES, for a
transitional program for a diploma. That didn't really work. I just stopped
going. I went to summer school, finished, just started doing some of my senior
classes that were required, even though I didn't pass my junior classes. And
tried going back to my senior year to repeat my junior classes. The reason why
I dropped out was because I didn't feel like I belonged.
In spite of all her efforts, the overwhelming feeling that she didn't belong for many
reasons resulted in her finally just leaving. It is significant to note that Sarom, like her
peers who also dropped out, decided to take the GED test to earn a diploma and
followed this with attendance at Community College. There is no question that these
young people wanted to get an education.
Conclusion
As shown in this chapter, many obstacles prevented the participants from
feeling included, supported and valued in their school environment. They believed
many of their teachers did not care about them or value their abilities. They described
curriculum that did not include their experiences or perspectives, The young people
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believed that the schools were not interested in teaching about their culture and history
and that Americans only valued "American" experiences and beliefs. There is much
in American attitudes and in the media to support this perception and it contributed to
the alienation experienced by Cambodian students.
The participants also described institutional policies and practices such as
tracking, racism, inadequate counseling and support, and a negative climate that
adversely affected their ability to learn. A lack of cultural competence among most of
the school staff not only decreased the possibility of culturally relevant pedagogy, but
also increased the instances of cultural mismatch both in the classroom and through
standard operating procedures of the school system.
For much of their schooling, students were not exposed to critical pedagogy,
which could have helped them understand the complex factors that produced
environments in which they were often marginalized and subordinated. Critical
pedagogy could encourage interrogation of the hegemonic control of school practices,
curriculum, and textbooks by those with the privilege and power to dictate what
knowledge is significant and whose perspectives are valid. A critical approach could
also engage students in exploring the dynamics of oppression in U.S. society and the
effects of racism, classism and other forms of discrimination. Learning a critical
perspective might also have provided tools to empower students to implement change.
Lacking this formal training, the young people nonetheless were able to identify many
instances of such marginalization and recognized that race, ethnicity and language
were significant factors in their school experiences. However they did not have a
context to put what they experienced into a broader framework.

261

Although their narratives documented many examples of feeling powerless to
change their circumstances, the young people also told stories of how they had
asserted their own agency. These stories included actions such as Victoria switching
out of a class to avoid a "mean" teacher or Sarin remaking herself to be a "good"
student. In many cases, the only way some students felt they could respond to the
onerous situations they faced in school was to drop out. The fact that so many who
dropped out of school went on to take their GED exams and attend the community
college was a testament to their desire and determination to acquire an education.
Their insights suggested many implications for reforming schools to more effectively
provide the education they deserve. These suggestions will be discussed in the
following chapter.
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CHAPTER 10
’ [TEACHERS] GOTTA DO BETTER AT UNDERSTANDING THE KIDS
FROM DIFFERENT CULTURES”
IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
This research study accessed the voices of a group of Cambodian American
young people to seek their perspectives concerning the factors that supported or
hindered their ability to succeed in school. It is unique in that student voices have
rarely been at the center of school reform, although this situation is changing (CookSather, 2002; Schultz & Cook-Sather, 2001; Yonezawa & Jones, 2004). Cambodian
voices have been particularly silent and this study provides a unique opportunity to
hear students' insights which could point educators in a direction to improve their life
chances.
When judged by such indicators as graduation rates, assessment scores, and
perceptions by their teachers and themselves, Cambodian American students have not
been successfully educated in U.S. schools. Some educators, policymakers and others
have attributed the causes of this situation to conditions of the students' lives,
including their status as refugees, their limited English, their culture and their families
(Smith-Hefner, 1999). Within this context, students from non-dominant cultures are
often viewed as having deficits that need remediation. Conversely, educators have the
opportunity to be more effective when they recognize that the differences students
bring with them to school can be viewed as strengths that can be built upon to develop
their students’ capabilities. By emphasizing student 'deficits', teachers and
administrators often fail to recognize how an unsupportive school climate can
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contribute to a marginalizing experience and consequently, they miss the opportunity
to remediate a primary cause of school failure.
Cambodians have demonstrated incredible resiliency in their lives. The
families in this study have survived a traumatizing holocaust and have created new
lives under extremely difficult circumstances. Their children's presence in U.S.
schools is a testimony to their resilience. This study attempts to demonstrate how the
young people were not merely victims of oppressive institutions, but also showed
resilience and agency to direct their lives in a variety of ways. Their stories illustrated
insightful thinking, effective coping strategies, and resistance to detrimental
educational practices.
The purpose of this study was to gain an understanding of the experiences of a
group of Cambodian American young people as they navigated the school system in
the Athens community. The study was guided by the primary research question: What
do Cambodian American young people say about how schools can better succeed
academically with Cambodian American students? This question was explored in
depth through the following two sub-questions:
Question 1: How do Cambodian American youth describe their cultural beliefs and
values and how do their beliefs and values affect their interactions with the
educational system?
Question 2: What do Cambodian American youth say about their school experiences
and what do they think would have improved their experiences?
These two questions reflected my theoretical perspectives grounded in
multicultural education and culturally relevant pedagogy and complemented by critical
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race theory. I believe that in order to reform schools to adequately educate all
students, it is necessary to center race/ethnicity in the discussion. Educators who have
an understanding of how students' cultural backgrounds, as well as their experiences
as racialized beings, influence their educational experiences have the opportunity to
become culturally responsive practitioners.
The third question relates to the value of listening to student voices, which are
so often omitted from discussions of school reform:
Question 3 :How do student narratives inform the ongoing discussion about school
reform?
The voices of young people offer a wealth of knowledge to guide educators on the
path to effective change. These voices were insightful, illuminating, and sometimes
eloquent, and confirm the belief of critical race theorists that the voices of those often
marginalized are valid and significant sources of information.

Framework for the Study
The framework for this study consisted of three areas of literature: 1)
Cambodian history and culture, 2) multicultural education and culturally relevant
pedagogy, and 3) critical race theory. Cambodian history and culture provided a
foundation of knowledge to understand partially who the students are and how that
impacts their experiences. So much of the young people's responses to their schooling
was grounded in their home and family values, language, and practices that were
themselves reflective of their cultural and historical contexts. Multicultural education
and culturally relevant pedagogy furnished theoretical perspectives to analyze the data
presented by the young people and critical race theory provided an additional lens
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through which to view their experiences. The literature on multicultural education
provided insights about how schools could provide an inclusive, supportive
environment for Cambodian students, who represent a subordinated minority within a
dominant Eurocentric environment. The young people echoed the insights in the
literature and contributed their own reflections to the discussion.
Methodology
A major aspect of this study was accessing the voices of those most affected by
the educational system. Critical race theory emphasizes that the stories told by those
who have been marginalized are valid sources of information and must be at the center
of any discussion about reform. The primary source of data for this study was
obtained by interviewing 14 young people of Cambodian descent about their school
/

experiences. The interviews were transcribed and the data were coded by themes
relevant to the study's questions. In addition to the individual interviews, I also
included a group conversation with several of the young people in the study who were
willing to participate, focusing on the same questions discussed in the interviews.
This, too, was transcribed and similarly coded. Informal conversations with adults in
the community, as well as attendance at Cambodian community functions, provided a
broader context to understand the data.
Included in the data were my fieldnotes and other material such as newspaper
articles, school district statistical information, and student writing. My experience as a
teacher in the district and community member provided me with first-hand knowledge
of both the students and their school experiences. As I put all this information
together, I was confronted with challenging decisions as to what should be included
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and what could be omitted. My decision to focus on the four siblings from one family,
supplemented with data from the other participants, allowed me to make the huge
amount of data manageable. Because the four family members exemplified the
commonalties as well as the differences of the entire cohort, it made sense to present
their perspectives as a primary focus.
/

Throughout the process, I have tried to check my conclusions with the
interviewees themselves and with Cambodian friends. I have also shared my process
with my doctoral peers and with educators in Athens, all of whom have helped me
further define what I believe is important. As I read over my own fieldnotes and
journal entries, I find reflections of the struggles I engaged in as I experienced
confusion, contradictions and moments of enlightenment. In this chapter, I will first
briefly review the findings and then examine the implications of each finding. I will
conclude with a list of recommendations for educators and policy makers, and for
future research.
Summary of Findings and Implications
This section discusses the implications of the thematic findings that emerged
from the data analyzed in Chapters 6 through 9. Following each research question I
have briefly summarized the related findings and discussed their implications.
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Research Question 1: How Do Cambodian American Youth Describe Their
Cultural Beliefs and Values and How Do Their Beliefs and Values Affect
Students' Interactions with the Educational System?
The thematic findings that related to the first question illustrated the
significance of family and cultural influences on the young people's interactions
within the school system.
Finding 1: Families' Positions as Refugees and Maintainers of Traditional
Cambodian Culture Shape Students' School Interactions
These findings, which were fully discussed in Chapter 6, encompassed such
themes as effects of family hardships; influences of family expectations to maintain
/

Cambodian cultural traditions; the importance of education to Cambodian families;
and the students' conceptions of success which contrasted with those in U.S. schools.
•

Hardships Experienced by Refugee Families Constrain Students' Lives
The families' hardships included such factors as the challenges of

resettlement; post traumatic stress; invisibility as Cambodians; and limited
communication between parents and children. The participants perceived their
teachers as being unaware of these hardships, which contributed to students' sense of
isolation at school and prevented many of them from receiving the support they
needed in order to continue. An implication of this finding is that if teachers and other
school personnel learn about the history and lives of their Cambodian students and
their families, they could be in a better position to provide appropriate support.
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•

Families' Cultural Expectations Influence Students' Behavior and Attitudes
Cambodian elders (like many families) feel the responsibility to transmit their

culture, language, religion and appropriate behavior to their children. The young
people reported that misunderstandings in school often resulted from students
adhering to traditional expectations that differed from school expectations. An
example of such misunderstandings concerns the cultural requirement to show proper
respect to elders by remaining respectfully silent or refraining from initiating
conversations. These behaviors, however, were viewed by some teachers as
non-participation. An implication is that educators will be more effective with
Cambodian students when they understand about traditional Cambodian cultural
practices, values and beliefs and how family expectations impact their children.
Having a context for students' behaviors and attitudes can allow teachers alternative
interpretations of their students' modes of interaction in the classroom as well as
provide knowledge to understand the challenges they experience as bicultural border
crossers. Another implication is that by recognizing the significance of such factors,
teachers have the opportunity to incorporate culturally responsive pedagogy and
practices into their classrooms.
•

Education Is Important to Cambodian Families, Although Involvement May
Take Different Forms
This finding suggests that while the participants expressed the viewpoint that

education was important to them and their families, the parents lacked the resources
and the bicultural knowledge to assist their children. Compounding these barriers was
the traditional Cambodian expectation that it is the teachers' responsibility to educate
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the children and parents fulfill their responsibility by simply sending their children to
school. It was mentioned by one of the adults who worked as an aide in the schools
that these factors contributed to the schools’ perception that Cambodian parents
weren't interested in the schooling of their children. Implications that can be drawn
from this misperception are that teachers who are knowledgeable can have more
realistic expectations of family participation and can develop more appropriate ways
of supporting students and involving parents. Additionally, when educators recognize
that education is highly valued by the students and families, their modified
assumptions could redirect their efforts to address the obstacles that can prevent
students from achieving success.
•

Success Involves Balancing Emotional Satisfaction with Academic

Achievement
The young people distinguished between their conceptions of success and how
schools view success, which they perceived as an emphasis on competitive behavior to
achieve high grades, high test scores, and admission to prestigious colleges leading to
well paying and high status jobs. In contrast, the students' concepts about what it
means to be successful seemed to reflect the Buddhist prescription to follow the
middle path, which means balancing one's interests and emotional needs; having
enough money to be financially secure, but donating any surplus to worthy causes;
demonstrating respectful behavior, pleasing one's parents and taking care of those
parents in their old age. They recognized there are many ways to be successful
beyond just being "book smart." Many perceived that their teachers considered them
unsuccessful as students. For those who accepted these perceptions, the result was low
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self-esteem and low performance, while others indicated that by their own standards
they were successful as individuals.
A narrow definition of success can excludes Cambodian students and others
from being viewed as successful. The implication is that broadening the meaning of
success to be inclusive of diverse perspectives can benefit not only Cambodian
students, but the entire school community. At the same time, Cambodian students
must be offered the opportunity to achieve success within the U.S. system by teachers
who provide them with the tools and knowledge to do so. Culturally knowledgeable
teachers can affirm the values held by their students and also educate them about the
demands of the world in which they live.
The implications of the above findings present challenges to educators who
aspire to become effective practitioners for Cambodian students. To understand their
students, they must comprehend the historical and cultural influences on their lives.
They must also recognize their students' sociopolitical positioning in U.S. society as
children of refugees, as Southeast Asians, and as English language learners.
•

Multiple Identities Reflect the Complexities of Cross-cultural Lives
Another major finding, discussed in Chapter 7, recognized the significance of

students' multiple identities. The identity development process typical of adolescents
has an added twist for youth who are required to have bicultural competence. The
young people said they were proud to be Cambodian, but were also Americanized (but
not "American"). Their responses suggested a self identification as "other" in contrast
to the dominant culture. Because so many of their teachers did not know they were
Cambodian and how that was significant to the lives of the young people, that part of
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their identity was neither recognized nor affirmed in school. The young people
constructed identities that often differed from those ascribed to them by others. They
gave numerous examples of misidentification or inaccurate assumptions of others,
sometimes denigrating, sometimes connected to the ’model minority' myth.
Consequently, the participants reported feelings of invisibility within the school
context. These findings imply a need for developing awareness on the part of teachers
and students to enable them to know and affirm the Cambodian American students for
whom they are. Such knowledge requires understanding about the diverse cultures
that are included in the categorization of 'Asian.'
The individual differences among the participants, as exemplified within the
Chan family, also are reminders to educators to refrain from essentializing Cambodian
culture and making assumptions about students based on their membership within that
culture. The young people offered many examples of the unique identities they
adopted, as well as the dynamic nature of their identities.
Research Question 2: What Do Cambodian American Youth Say About
Their School Experiences and What Do They Think Would Improve Them?
The findings from the data identified elements that the participants described
as supporting their academic achievement as well as those that hindered them.
Finding 2: Some Educational Practices and Institutional Policies Promote
Academic Achievement
According to the participants, supportive elements of their schooling included
caring teachers; role models and mentors; small school environments such as the
Partnership Program and the Alternative School; and Cambodian curricula. These
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findings have significant implications for informing educators about what works with
Cambodian students.
•

Caring Teachers Are Critical to Academic Achievement
The finding that caring teachers were one of the most important factors in

achieving success in school has broad implications for the possibility of teachers
gaining the knowledge they need to make a significant difference in students’ lives.
The participants' characterizations of caring teachers offer educators insight into how
they could transform their own practices. Such teachers were described as
recognizing the students were Cambodian and the importance of their identities, as
well as being sensitive to culturally influenced aspects of their lives. The teachers
were able to incorporate this knowledge into the curriculum and their relationships
with their students. Caring teachers were also respectful, nurturing and willing to "be
there" for their students both inside and outside of school. They encouraged their
students and recognized their strengths. While most teachers think of themselves as
caring, their intent must correlate to the actual impact they have on students. To
understand what impact they are having on their students, teachers must have a way of
receiving honest feedback. The teachers described by the participants as caring had
established mutual trusting relationships with their students that incorporated sharing
feelings and thoughts.
•

Role Models and Mentors Offer Inspiration and Advice
The students who were most successful at navigating the educational system

pointed to role models and mentors as being influential to that success. This implies
the importance of making role models and mentors available to the Cambodian
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students in explicit ways. This could be accomplished, for example, by the presence
and participation of successful Southeast Asian adults within the school community
and by arranging for mentoring relationships for each student.
•

Smaller Educational Environments Provide a Supportive Climate
Being part of a small group of students and teachers (such as the Partnership

Program Sarin described or the Alternative School some participants attended)
furnished a comfort level for students and allowed them to have a community in which
they were known and appreciated. Teachers were able to establish meaningful
relationships with the students and, because they had more control over their
classrooms and curriculum, they were able to more flexibly respond to students' needs.
Participating in such a program dispelled the isolation and invisibility that other
participants, who had not experienced such support, reported feeling at the high
school. This finding supports recreating school-within-a-school programs at large
high schools. This finding also suggests that the environments such as the Alternative
School offer the most conducive setting for many Cambodian students to attain
graduation and should be encouraged.
•

Curricular Inclusion of Cambodian History and Culture Supports

Students' Academic Achievement and Sense of Belonging
The participants who attended Rainbow Elementary School recalled the
support they enjoyed from having their culture included in the curriculum. They not
only felt affirmed, but they and their classmates increased their knowledge of a culture
rarely represented in school curriculum. The Alternative School also included the
study of Southeast Asia, enabling the Cambodian students to learn through culturally
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relevant content and their classmates to understand their Southeast Asian peers. This
finding implies that it is essential for all schools to include and affirm their Cambodian
students by incorporating their experiences into the curriculum and everyday life of
school.
Finding 3: Some Educational Practices and Institutional Policies Hinder
Academic Achievement
The findings reported by the participants of elements that hindered their
academic success, including non-caring teachers, cultural mismatch and structural
factors within the school system, have significant implications for educational
transformation.
•

Non-caring Teachers with Low Expectations Inhibit Students' Ability to
Learn and Feel Accepted in School.
The perception was expressed by a number of participants that many teachers

are only there because "it's just a job." These teachers were viewed as not really
caring about their students and consequently not willing to commit the extra effort
required to be effective teachers. The young people also perceived many teachers as
"focusing on the good students" and not paying attention to struggling students, which
often included Cambodian students.
Some of the young people attributed the low expectations held by teachers to
their negative attitudes about Cambodian students, believing the students lacked
competence. It was also suggested that teachers assumed all Asian students were
limited in English and unable to understand what the teachers said, even when these
students were fluent in English. The young people perceived that most teachers didn't
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know they were Cambodian, were ignorant of Cambodian culture, and demonstrated a
lack of respect for who they are. This implies a need for teachers to become more
knowledgeable about Asian students in general and Cambodian students in particular
so they are able to contextualize classroom learning and interactional behaviors.
Just as teachers described as caring provide models of effective teaching,
teaching behaviors that are identified as indifferent have significant implications for
reform. One is that teachers must recognize that Cambodian students who need help
may not ask for it, but nevertheless appreciate when teachers notice they need
attention. Teachers also need to receive school district support to be more accessible
to their students. The high school structure that entails classes of 25 students which
change every 45 minutes does not allow teachers to know or develop relationships
with their students.
Another implication is the need for professional development pertaining to
high expectations for non-mainstream students. This issue is complex and often
misunderstood to mean simply raising the bar without providing necessary assistance.
Again, the crucial factor is knowing students well enough to recognize their
capabilities and vulnerabilities and then offering appropriate support and
encouragement.
•

Cultural Mismatch Between the Students and the Schools Disadvantages
Students
The students recognized that the school system is designed to primarily

accommodate the mainstream population of White, English-speaking, Christian,
middle class students and lacks the flexibility to respond to non-mainstream students.
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Consequently, the Cambodian students felt like they didn't belong, which also
contributed to their lack of engagement and eventual dropping out. This finding was
reported by the young people as resulting in cultural mismatches in many areas, from
penalizing students for attending religious ceremonies to teachers lacking knowledge
about learning preferences to misunderstanding school behaviors.
Mismatch was also exemplified by school personnel who communicated
inappropriately with Cambodian families. Participants additionally spoke about how
when personal problems compromised their ability to engage in school, the school
system chose to dispense standard punishments that contributed to the students
dropping out instead of recognizing the problems and providing support. The
implications of the findings on cultural mismatch suggest educators need to develop
cultural competency if they are to attend to students' cultural and educational needs.
The school environment was mentioned by some participants as a reason they
didn't like attending school. The size of the school required strict policing to maintain
control, which some described as like a 'prison.' They felt there was minimal trust of
students by the adults and suggested that the hostile-feeling school climate may have
been a contributing factor to the students' disengagement. The rigidity of the school
culture also prevented individualized responses to personal issues that challenged the
students and interfered with their school involvement. School expectations and
practices need to become more flexible so as to respond to diverse student
experiences. One size fits all is not an effective approach. Responsive understanding
rather than punishment could make a significant difference in students' engagement in
school.
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A significant implication regarding the school climate points to comprehensive
transformation guided by multicultural perspectives that acknowledge the differences
among children and accommodate those differences. For the Cambodian students to
feel that the high school is a place where they belong, the school culture would have to
undergo major changes in every aspect of its functioning.
•

Inadequate Teaching of Those Lacking Necessary Skills or Classified as Learning
Disabled Compounds Obstacles
The young people related stories about themselves or their peers lacking the

necessary skills in literacy and math to keep up with class expectations. There
appeared to be a systemic problem of not providing many Cambodian students with
instruction in basic reading, writing and math skills needed for school achievement.
This contributed to a negative self image that perpetuated students' unsuccessful
learning experiences. It appeared that teachers either had low expectations of their
Cambodian students or didn't possess the necessary skills to teach them. This critical
problem implies the need for teachers to gain the skills, attitudes and motivation to
ensure that Cambodian students are given the basic education they require to progress
in school.
One student explored some of the issues involved with the frequent
classification of Cambodian students as learning disabled and/or ADD. He proposed
questions such as: "Am I learning disabled or not learning what you want me to
learn?" He also questioned whether his limited reading ability should have prevented
him from being in an upper level history class where he had the knowledge and
listening skills to succeed. Another issue he mentioned was the use of ADD drugs,
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which were often improperly administered, resulting in zombie-like behavior and
inability to learn. He suggested that Cambodian students were overclassified and if
they had disabilities they were not addressed in appropriate ways.
One implication of this situation is the need for educators to be knowledgeable
about the complex factors that inhibit student learning (including language learning,
learning styles and lack of cultural capital) and to be able to distinguish among them
before resorting to classification as learning disabled. Secondly, after thorough
examination of a student's situation, if classification is deemed necessary, it is critical
to monitor the student's progress to determine if he is being appropriately served.
•

Irrelevant Curriculum Contributes to Disengagement
The participants described most of the high school curriculum they were taught

as being geared toward standardized tests, boring, Eurocentric, and excluding their
history. They considered American history to be about 'Americans' which did not
include them. Some individuals observed that in global studies, Southeast Asian
history came at the end of the year and there was often no time for it. The young
people felt excluded and not valued. They further indicated that much of the
curriculum felt irrelevant to their lives and interests, resulting in disengagement from
school. These issues imply the need for a transformed curriculum that is multicultural,
inclusive and relevant.
*

Racism and Profiling Demoralizes Students
When asked whether racism existed in the schools, the young people initially

related stories about peer relationships, often referring to interactions with African
American students. The racial divisions among the students at the high school were
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clearly visible to the participants, but they didn't show understanding of the reasons for
the hostility directed at them from their Black classmates. When they talked about
their teachers, they described the attitudes they observed as racial profiling. They
recognized the negative impact of these attitudes, but did not connect them to the
institutionalized racism in U.S. society and schools. It appeared that students lacked
theoretical knowledge about the cycle of oppression, and about racism and other forms
of discrimination. These are essential tools for developing interethnic relationships
and having effective cross-cultural communication.
A significant implication is that teachers first need to interrogate their own
roles in the perpetuation of racism and then develop the knowledge and skills to teach
about racism and other forms of oppression. This can lead to an engagement with
their students about the roots of oppression and enable students to critically think
about what they are experiencing and how they can work to dismantle racism. In
addition to incorporating such information into the curriculum, there is an implication
that the school system could transform the learning climate by directly focusing on
improving cross cultural communication and interethnic relationships.
•

Tracking Limits Students' Opportunities
The tracking system, another hindrance, was described by the participants as

rigid because it did not allow for appropriate choices for meeting the needs of the
Cambodian students. The one student who was in honors classes noted that she was
the only Cambodian student in those classes which included only one or two other
Asian students within predominantly White classes. The participants indicated that
tracking limited the choices of many students and was often influenced by racist
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assumptions. Because high stakes testing was so ingrained in the school system, the
preparation for these tests was integral to the tracking system. The negative effects of
tracking imply the need to dismantle the tracking system to allow equal access to
learning for all students. This would likely require a shift away from high stakes
testing as the primary focus of assessment.
•

Inadequate Counseling Hinders Students' Academic Progress
Another institutional obstacle mentioned by the young people was the

inadequate counseling they received. They were not placed appropriately in classes or
given necessary information about planning their school program. My own experience
at the high school confirmed that students were often not provided with sufficient
information about career choices, college options or college preparation. It was evident
that some guidance practices jeopardized students' high school progress and the lack of
information severely limited students' possibilities for future education.
A clear implication is that guidance counselors must develop the cultural
competence to offer appropriate comprehensive counseling to the Cambodian students.
They would also need to examine how their biases and assumptions may be limiting the
options they are suggesting to the students.
Research Question 3: How Do Student Narratives Inform the Ongoing Discussion
About School Reform?
When I shared the narratives of the young people in the study with practicing
teachers through workshops I facilitated, their responses affirmed the value of
listening to students. One expressed amazement at how articulate they were. Others
began to reflect on their own practices. Teachers are not in the habit of looking to
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students as a source of knowledge about how they can be more effective. Most
educational institutions never consider it. And marginalized students, such as the
Cambodian young people in this study, are especially not considered capable of
knowing what’s best for them. This study and other studies that seek student
perspectives (Cook-Sather, 2002; Nieto, 2004; Yonezawa, 2003) dispute these
assumptions. Much of significance can be learned about how schools can become
more effective and responsive to the needs of students by listening to the voices of the
'experts' - the young people themselves.
The participants themselves did not seem to believe that school reform was
possible. Their predominant responses defined the school system as 'American', with
the assumption that they had to fit the mold in order to succeed. I think that many of
their teachers and administrators would agree with that. The young people understood
that the school was designed with the dominant White, middle class, English speaking
population in mind. When I suggested changes in the school culture, such as having a
Cambodian teacher or teaching a course about Cambodia, they asserted that would
never happen, although they thought it would be a good idea. They could not imagine
a school environment free of discrimination and racial profiling. They accepted
discrimination as a fact of life in U.S. culture that they would have to cope with.
Many were 'pushed out' of school by a combination of factors that included feelings of
not belonging; feeling invisible; a lack of affirmation or recognition of their cultural
heritage; and not receiving necessary support or appropriate counseling.
Although they had not been taught directly about racism and other forms of
institutional oppression nor about the sociopolitical context of their own lives, they
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were able to pinpoint the problematic elements of their schooling. They did not feel
they had a right to challenge the school policies and practices that privileged other
students while handicapping them. After all, they were on "their land" and not
Americans. The Cambodian cultural value of a non-questioning respect for teachers
influenced their reticence to blame their teachers for their failure. The only available
option many could see to claim agency was to drop out.
The young people's words suggested the "double consciousness" described by
W.E.B. Dubois when he talked about the "Negro's" perception of himself in a world
that subordinated him. Dubois (1903) explained it this way:
The Negro is a sort of seventh son, bom with a veil, and gifted with secondsight in this American world,—a world which yields him no true selfconsciousness, but only lets him see himself through the revelation of the other
world. It is a peculiar sensation, this double-consciousness, this sense of
always looking at one’s self through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s
soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity. One
ever feels his two-ness,—an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two
unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged
strength alone keeps it from being tom asunder
The narratives of the participants were filled with imagined words that they put into
the mouths of their teachers and peers, demeaning assumptions about them and their
capabilities, assumptions that they resisted as best they could or sometimes
incorporated into their beliefs about themselves resulting in low self-esteem, which
contributed to giving up on school.
It is also important to consider the stories of the young people who were able
to successfully navigate the educational system and obtain their high school diplomas.
For Sarin, there were many contributing factors. One was her own individual response
to a disrespectful system when she decided to "prove" she could succeed by adopting
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the values of her mainstream peers which she perceived as leading to success. She
was able to do this while at the same time keeping one foot firmly anchored in her
Cambodian heritage, confirming reports in the literature that the most successful
students are those who are able to become bicultural (Canniff, 1999; Portes &
Rumbaut, 2001; Sin, 1991). She also spoke of her strong family obligation as the
oldest child, the first daughter, the first cousin, the one from whom the most was
expected by her parents, as influential in her unswerving motivation. In addition, she
benefited from the support she received from the Partnership Program, from an
encouraging teacher in that program, and from an adult mentor at work. Her friend,
Sina, also the oldest in her family, expressed a feeling similar to Sarin of parental
obligation that sustained her despite the obstacles. Rim also earned a high school
diploma, the only participant to graduate from the Alternative School. She attended
the Alternative from 6th grade until graduation, which provided her with a supportive
environment in a small school for all of her middle school and high school years.
This wasn't the case for the other participants who attended the Alternative
School. While Sarom also spoke positively of her middle school years at the
Alternative, she transferred and her years at Athens High School were devastating.
Len and Noar transferred to the Alternative too late in their high school career to
successfully adapt to the more self-directed program. It takes most students a number
of years to sufficiently adjust to the different expectations at the Alternative in order to
be successful.
The different 'success' stories suggest approaches for educators to consider,
such as developing small school environments, creating mentorship programs, and
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recognizing and supporting the students' bicultural identities. The kind of reform
called for in the stories told by these young people involves more than the standard
responses calling for 'higher expectations' or more test preparation. It dictates a
paradigm change that recognizes how the institutional structure of a school system
determines who will benefit and who will not from the policies and practices
implemented. The narratives told in this study provide a road map for creating a new
structure based on multicultural perspectives with flexibility to meet diverse needs.
Such an approach implies acknowledging multiple definitions of success that
incorporate different cultural values and worldviews. From a critical race theory
perspective, it means putting race and ethnicity at the center of discussions on reform
and making the elimination of discriminatory practices a priority. And it implies
incorporating the counterstorytelling of young people as valid perspectives to inform
all reform efforts. In the next section, I will present the suggestions made by the
participants, along with my own recommendations based on their perspectives, for
school reform.

Recommendations for Educators
As I constructed recommendations, I chose to begin with those directly offered
by the participants themselves. This decision reflected my commitment to
foregrounding the voices of those whose knowledge is most crucial to any kind of
reform. I then added my own recommendations derived from their narratives. I have
divided the recommendations based on the previously discussed findings into three
categories. The first group addresses the participants' responses to my question about
their suggestions for teachers and schools. The second category includes their replies
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to the question "What would you want for your children?" This question elicited
responses that the young people were more able to articulate than when thinking of
themselves. The third category presents my additional recommendations inferred
from the findings.
Recommendations from the Young People
When I asked the young people what they would recommend to their teachers
and schools to make them better for Cambodian students, their responses fell into
three categories: understand and respect kids; provide help and support to struggling
students; and incorporate institutional changes.
Understand and Respect Students
The first category of recommendations by the participants addressed the
importance of being understood and respected by their teachers. Victoria articulated
this issue when she asserted
They gotta do better at understanding the kids from different cultures. They
can’t teach [students from cultures different than the mainstream] like they're
dumb. That they [teachers] respect their [students'] culture, respect who the
person is, and if they need extra help, then give it to them. Just because
[they're] Asian students, they should treat them to an extent like they think
they're smart. Not to a point where they think they're dumb.
Victoria has experienced teachers whose lack of understanding of "kids from different
cultures" leads them to treat Southeast Asian students as less capable. She argued that
teachers need to treat students and their cultures respectfully, which can only come
from acquiring knowledge about them. Her admonition to teachers that "they should
treat them like they think they're smart" echoes the calls for high expectations from
multicultural theorists and others.

286

Understanding one’s students, according to the participants, also encompasses
recognizing diverse learning styles and accommodating instruction accordingly.
Jay bug suggested "more hands-on activities," as well as spending more time on a unit
to enable students to understand the concepts. Rei also pointed out how she learns
better by doing.
The thing is people learn different ways. Like people can learn, by seeing and
hearing and doing. You can’t take notes when you don't understand. The key
is listening. I understand because they say it over, but some people [are] really
good listeners]. That's not how I learn. What I learn, they cannot tell me. [I
learn when] I keep doing it. I don't go to class. I just watch people. I watch
my grandmother [to learn to sew]. Not just watching. By doing it.
Many of the Cambodian students indicated that the "chalk and talk" style of most of
their high school teachers was not effective for them and they suggested other
approaches.
When teachers lack understanding of students, they are likely to make
assumptions which, as Sarom explained, can be incorrect.
In school here, they shouldn't assume. They sort of have assumptions. Like
some of the school projects deal with computers. Some people don't have
computers. Teachers just basically assume that a student can do this because
they have to if they're in this class or something. But they can't base
everything on that assumption. They should at least try to make a little effort
to try to learn from other people.
Sarom insightfully suggested that teachers need to learn from their students to avoid
making erroneous assumptions. This study makes clear that student knowledge is a
key to effective teaching if educators could only value it.
Finally, Sarom recommended that one part of understanding students is to be
aware of their lives and responsibilities outside of school. She alleged that
Teachers have to realize that there's an outside world that these teenagers,
students, have to deal with, so to give that student the respect [that] they have
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probably harder stuff to deal with outside of school, and giving them the bad
news, or giving them negative energy, it's going to affect them.
The student-teacher relationship was repeatedly mentioned by the participants as being
of great importance to their school experiences. Corroborating these views, other
researchers have identified positive student-teacher relationships as a primary factor in
keeping students in school (Lee & Burkam, 2003). Teachers need to be given the
knowledge, tools and institutional support to develop positive relationships.
Provide Needed Help and Support
The participants made recommendations about the kind of help and support
they needed, explaining how teachers could ensure that students understood the
required material. Rei, who as the most recently arrived participant struggled with
comprehension of English, described her own experiences and how they could have
been improved..
A teacher or someone can support me. So [I] understand it. And most of it
when I ask the teacher, they don't really explain me good. Or maybe I don't
understand. But I don't get what she say. [Do you pretend to understand?]
Yeah. I don't want she to repeat it again and again. [She should] explain
clearly, very clearly, step by step. [Usually] after she explains, she's finished.
Nothing more than that.
For a teacher to simply repeat an explanation that was not understood the first time
does not work and leads to students pretending understanding in order to satisfy the
teacher while coming away confused. Rei's suggestion was to use a step by step
approach that can confirm understanding at each step.
Len recommended the kind of one-to-one help that was often not available for
struggling students. He realized that he would require out-of-class time where the
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lesson would be slowed down enough for him to ask clarifying questions that he
would not ask in front of his peers.
Sitting down with a teacher and having them explain to me, asking me
questions while I ask them questions and answering me back. And just them
going over the subject slowly, like after school or whatever. Especially if there
was something I don't understand, I would ask to see them at lunch or during a
free period. Then I would understand the work to do the homework.
To provide the kind of help Len and his peers who are no longer in ESOL classes need
necessitates systemic change. Teachers need to have time scheduled into their busy
school lives if they are to offer individual help.
As an ESOL student, Rei suggested having ESOL teachers co-teach with the
classroom teacher, which she experienced as beneficial.
Some [classes have them], but not all of them. One class they come
sometimes, but not all the time. It's better. In economics, she was there and
she helped a lot. She got the information and then she tried to explain it to me
outside of the class. All the teacher in the class, they don't have time.
Expanding the co-teaching model could benefit many students for whom English is a
second language, even those not officially designated as ESOL.
Bona commented on the importance of teachers' attitudes to students feeling
comfortable enough in class to learn.
[Teachers need to make] you feel comfortable in class, where you were able to
do what you can and learn what you can. I think it really depends on how the
teacher is one-on-one with every student in the class. If they're willing to give
that input to you and other students, I think the student will do the same.
Sarin summed up the participants' recommendations when she said," The kind of
teachers that we need [are] the kind that notice you're not doing good in school and
want to help you."
Incorporate Institutional Changes
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One of the institutional changes recommended by the students focused on
making high school more fun. Bona suggested," They should have activities to do.
Like go play basketball, or soccer or something." Sarom had another idea.
I think they should have a fair about different people's different ethnic
backgrounds. Having one big fun day where students feel sort of free. It's like
educational but it's fun. Then that would change the whole perspective of
people going to school. Most people don't want to go to school, because it's
like a prison, but when they go to school and they feel like they're having fun,
they're going to want to keep on going to school.
Her idea not only provides an opportunity to have fun, but it also offers an occasion to
celebrate and affirm students' different ethnic backgrounds, something that rarely
occurred for the Cambodian students at the high school. While this recommendation
is an example of a relatively low level of multicultural education (Nieto, 2004), it
could be a beginning of greater awareness.
Rei's recommendation called for more active involvement by the principal in
the daily life of the school.
And the principal has to do a lot of job, not just take money from the school. I
don't see them doing much. You have to know a lot of students. You have to
talk to them and you have to ask how do they learn. Not just run around and
be principal How [does] he make [things] different? None. The principal
should be better than that. [Be] active in school.
Rei thought that if the principal knew and interacted with the students he would be
more likely to institute change. It is a reasonable expectation, although not often
followed. In Rainbow School and the Alternative School, the principals did consider
it their responsibility to get to know their students and even assume teaching roles.
This of course is easier to accomplish in a small school.
A final recommendation came from Victoria in relation to curriculum. She
stated," They need [Cambodian history] in the textbooks. It's a piece of history." The
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textbooks the young people were given never included them. The message this
omission sent is that their history, and consequently they themselves, are not important
and not worth learning about. If the assigned texts are not inclusive, teachers could
nevertheless integrate other materials that teach about and validate the experiences of
Cambodian Americans.
What I Would Want for My Child
When I asked the young people what they would want for their own children, I
hoped that recommendations would emerge that they might not have articulated when
thinking about themselves, and this was indeed the case. A number of them
emphasized that they would want the school to pay attention to their children,
something that didn't happen for them. Rim stated," I hope they get more attention
from the teachers. 'Cause in school, I didn't get that much attention from the
teachers." And Len declared,
I would tell the teacher, "If my son tell me that you didn’t teach him nothing, I
would be really upset. 'Cause that’s my tax money. I’m not wasting my tax
money on my son playing in the corner. If you see my son in the comer, if
he’s shy, whatever"... I’m going to teach my son. "When you go to school, I
want you to focus. I want you to get involved." I don’t want him to come out
like me. "I want you to raise your hand. If you don’t know a question, if the
question’s stupid, you still ask the teacher. And if the teacher don’t answer the
question, you come and tell me and I’ll take care of that."
In speaking of his imagined son, Len assumed an agency he hadn't exhibited when
discussing his own experiences of being ignored. He was ready to make demands on
behalf of his child.
Another desire the participants had for their children was that they could attend
a multicultural school, something mentioned explicitly by Mach. Victoria and Sarom
expressed this by indicating they would want their children to attend Rainbow School.
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Victoria said," Just let us be ourselves. I’d want them to go to Rainbow School.” And
Sarin implied this desire in her description of her potential child's school.
I don't know if [a good school experience] is really about what classes are
offered. I think it's more about the relationship between the student and the
teacher. [For my children] I would want teachers to treat everyone equally and
not label someone as a good or a bad student. Because you can sense that.
Just to treat everyone equally, because everyone deserves the right to be
taught. Yeah, encouraging. You’re a teacher, but you can also do some
mentoring. Yeah, it's really just being there for the kids.
Finally, the young people wanted their children to learn Khmer, which seemed
to reflect their valuing of Cambodian culture and the need to ensure their children
maintain it. Victoria was adamant about this and described her plan to make it
happen.
[When I have children] I'm going to teach them all Cambodian. I'm going to
go to Cambodian school. I know enough for them to know the basics and that
works. And plus I have my mom. My mom's going to be speaking
Cambodian to them, because I'm not going to let her speak American to them.
I'm going to have them in an environment where there's Cambodian people.
Additional Recommendations
The participants in this study presented recommendations that showed much
insight, despite their lack of direct education concerning multicultural education,
equity or pedagogy. I add six more recommendations based on the findings that
emerged from the data that link to the theoretical perspectives in the reviewed
literature. These recommendations are:
•

promote cultural competence in educators working with Cambodian students

•

implement culturally relevant pedagogy

•

broaden definitions of success to be more inclusive

•

provide adequate guidance counseling
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9

formulate institutional policies and practices that could guarantee success instead
of failure

•

make explicit the effects on students, teachers, and families of power relationships
and societal inequities

Promote Cultural Competence in Educators Working with Camhodian Students
Because the majority of educators are White, middle class and monolingual,
they are often limited in their knowledge of other cultures and how these cultures
influence their diverse students, particularly in this case, Cambodian students. One
way to remedy this situation is through staff development that provides information
about Cambodian history and culture and how students' heritage may affect their
educational experiences. Teachers identified by students as displaying cultural
competence could be tapped to share their perspectives. Staff development could also
allow teachers to examine how their own backgrounds influence their cultural
attitudes. They could learn to consider alternate worldviews reflecting diverse values,
belief systems, behaviors, goals, and multiple definitions of success. For example,
viewing success from a Cambodian perspective that encourages moderation,
compassion and cooperation could not only help teachers to better understand their
Cambodian students, but could also benefit all students in a school climate where
students are often pitted against each other and competition is encouraged.
Educators can only develop the trusting relationships the participants
described if they fully know their students and are able to provide the affirmation they
deserve and need. There are many ways teachers can discover who their students are.
One way is by having them write about themselves, as occurred for Sarin. To begin a
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course with an autobiographical piece is not an activity that need be restricted to
English classes, but it could be a part of any class. Another means for teachers to
learn about their students is to incorporate students' experiences into class discussions,
which would have the added benefit of making lessons relevant to their lived
circumstances. Of utmost importance is teachers taking the time to have individual
conversations with the Cambodian students to learn about their lives and if there are
problems they need assistance with. When precious information is shared by the
students, it is especially important to honor it with respect. This study has shown that
the most effective teachers are those who view the student-teacher relationship as a
mutual enterprise, where they are both teachers and learners.
An optimum means by which educators can develop cultural competency is to
attend Cambodian community events. The annual New Year celebration is a perfect
opportunity to directly experience Cambodian culture and expand one's knowledge.
The community is always appreciative of their children's teachers' attendance at such
events and because teachers are so respected in Cambodian culture, a teacher is an
honored guest. An additional benefit of such participation is that an educator from the
dominant culture can experience what it is like to be a minority and to be in an
unfamiliar cultural context, feelings which can contribute to transformation of one's
consciousness as a White person, while teachers of African American or Latino(a)
descent, among others, can have the opportunity to learn about another culture
different from their own.
Another practice that can assist teachers in learning about their students is to
make home visits. School conferences provide an opportunity to offer home visits as
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an option for families who are not able or comfortable to come to school. While not
all families want home visits, the young people indicated that my visits to their homes
were appreciated by their families and taught me much of what I know about being
culturally appropriate. Of course this requires a significant expenditure of time, but
for teachers who are willing to do it, the benefits are well worth the effort.
Educators can also respond to the voices of the young people by becoming
mentors and advocates for their students, by doing more than 'just a job.' As the
Cambodian students mentioned, they often do not have adults in their lives who
possess knowledge about the U.S. education system. Teachers and other school
personnel can fill this gap by offering information, advice and support. This means
going beyond the standard expectations for teachers mentioned by the participants that
teachers are doing their job by showing up in their classroom, teaching content and
assigning homework. When educators really get to know Cambodian students, as the
caring teachers described by the young people did, they are in a position to help them
navigate the college maze; discuss career options and how to achieve goals; support
them to participate in culturally comfortable ways; and offer flexible options to meet
school expectations when family obligations are primary. By developing relationships
that assure the Cambodian students that they will be there for them, teachers can be
mentors who offer encouragement that can promote academic success at the same time
as they are enriching their own lives.
Implement Culturally Relevant Pedagogy
Becoming culturally relevant practitioners requires teachers to include all their
students in a variety of ways into their curriculum and their practices. As discussed in
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Chapter 3, implementation of culturally relevant pedagogy necessitates that educators
consider the influences of students' home cultures while at the same time taking
caution to avoid essentializing them as members of an unchanging culture. Taking a
cultural-historical approach, as suggested by Gutierrez and Rogoff (2003), allows
teachers to contextualize learning tendencies and preferences that may derive from
their cultural heritage. Teachers who develop meaningful relationships with their
students have the opportunity to learn how the dynamic nature of students' cultural
identities manifests in each individual so as to avoid broad assumptions that can result
in stereotyping or inappropriate teaching.
Because one of the greatest sources of alienation reported by the participants
was the absence of their history and culture in the curriculum, this is a major area
needing reform. Teachers with a multicultural approach can incorporate Cambodian
perspectives into every subject area by, for example, assigning personal essays in
writing; using culturally relevant texts for reading; offering a course on Southeast
Asian history or expanding the section in global history to provide more complete
coverage. They can also make use of students' knowledge and interests by centering
them as the core of the curriculum. However, it is important for teachers who want to
include student perspectives to be sure they are accomplishing this respectfully. From
the comments of this study's participants, it is not appropriate to unexpectedly
spotlight Cambodian students to share their perspectives. Instead, teachers would be
wise to consult with the students in advance to confirm their willingness to contribute
and then to value their shared knowledge. When students feel that their contributions
are valued, they are more likely to continue to be involved. As mentioned by Noar, it

296

is also advisable to be sensitive to potential emotional responses when studying about
complex topics such as the Cambodian holocaust and consider options to provide a
safe learning environment for these students.
There are many ways to create an inclusive school environment that can
provide a sense of belonging for Cambodian students. Walls could display maps and
pictures of Cambodia and Cambodians all the time, not just for specific units. Khmer
script could be visible in the classrooms. There could be schoolwide community
celebrations of the Cambodian New Year.
Another way to incorporate culturally relevant pedagogy is by inviting
Cambodian community members into classrooms to share their knowledge or to co¬
teach a unit. Because, as the young people mentioned, there is a lack of Cambodian
or even Asian teachers in the schools, this is an opportunity to have a Cambodian adult
in a respected position and to affirm the value of Cambodian knowledge. When a
Cambodian teacher presented a unit in a fifth grade classroom that I studied (Wallitt,
2002), the Cambodian students were noticeably more animated and involved than at
any other time. The style of the teaching and the content of the lessons provided a
familiar context that enabled the Cambodian children to fully participate.
As requested by the young people, educators can also encompass a variety of
learning preferences in assigned activities, such as including more hands-on activities
and cooperative learning opportunities. They can give specific attention to vocabulary
development, especially academic vocabulary for students whose families speak a
language other than English at home. As the participants reported, for many
Cambodian students, raising their hands or participating in class discussions is not
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something with which they are initially comfortable. Therefore, a culturally
responsive teacher can offer options for different modes of participation so
Cambodian students can exhibit their knowledge or ask questions without
embarrassment. There can be opportunities for group recitations, rather than only
individual responses. Instead of praising or reprimanding students by name, success
can be acknowledged or feedback can be provided as a group activity.
As evident in the narratives, the need exists for multicultural curriculum that
supports interracial understanding and promotes cross-cultural communication. The
participants' narratives included many examples of stereotypes they had absorbed, as
well as being the objects of stereotyping by others. Additionally, they reported
racially-based conflicts that they either witnessed or were involved in and for which
they lacked the knowledge that would help them understand these experiences.
Pedagogy that is culturally relevant would include teaching about the cycle of
oppression and sociopolitical conditions that generate stereotypes, racism and other
forms of oppression. Teachers who promote critical thinking among their students
provide them with tools to deconstruct the negative messages they encounter and
become social justice change agents.
Broaden Definitions of Success to Be More Inclusive
Cultural racism, "societal beliefs and customs that promote the assumption

that the products of White culture are superior to those of non-White cultures"
(Helmes, 1993, p. 49) has an insidious effect on the attitudes of educators as they view
their students. The values and behaviors perceived as normative are often influenced
by unaddressed cultural racism, a factor that seemed to influence teachers'
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perspectives in a variety of contexts, including understandings of the meaning of
success.
The interview data revealed that contradictory definitions of success were held
by the young people and the educational community. The young people distinguished
between their conceptions of success (being a good person; balancing emotional needs
with other choices by doing what makes one happy; making one's parents happy and
secure in their old age; and contributing to those in need) and what they saw as the
U.S. definition of success which encompassed being "book smart", finishing school,
getting a high paying job and "completing what you're supposed to complete." For all
students to feel successful and to be acknowledged as successful, schools could
expand the meaning of success beyond standard markers of grades, test scores and
narrowly defined participation. Guadalupe Valdes (1996), in a three-year study of
Mexican American immigrant families in the border areas of the Southwest, identified
mismatches between school and community notions of success that have some
parallels to the Cambodian families in Athens. She concluded that
We can either argue that Mexican communities and individuals be helped to
make whatever changes are necessary to achieve success, or we can argue that
there are already successes among the population in question and that it is the
majority of society that must change its perspective about human values and
achievement.. .. It is possible to move into a new world without completely
giving up the old (p. 205).
Valdes' argument is equally applicable to Cambodian students. To implement her
proposal would require a paradigm change that challenges the standard practices of
schools. However, I would suggest that it is not only the immigrant children who
would benefit from incorporating their values into school environments. All students
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could benefit by integrating the values of cooperation, compassion, respect,
generosity, moderation and interconnectedness into their school lives.
Provide Adequate Guidance Counseling
The role of the guidance counselor in students' school lives has significance in
a number of areas and was described by many of this study's participants as being less
than adequate. Ideally Cambodian students should have the services of an Asian
guidance counselor or, at the minimum, someone who is knowledgeable about,
affirming and caring toward Cambodian students. If there is only one guidance
counselor who possesses the cultural competence beneficial for Cambodian students,
that guidance counselor could work with all the Cambodian students. When the
students have a guidance counselor who understands them and with whom they are
comfortable, it is more likely that effective communication will take place.
A major responsibility of the guidance counselor is to provide students and
their parents with a clear road map of their high school journey and to continue to
monitor their progress to ascertain whether or not they are on track. No student should
have to experience the problems the participants reported of being placed in the wrong
classes or of learning in their senior year that they had insufficient credits to graduate.
Another important guidance counselor responsibility is to hear from the
students what their goals are and to help them explore all possible options. This
requires a counselor who has high and realistic expectations for each student. Most of
the Cambodian students did not receive information about courses they would need for
college acceptance or about SAT preparation for the tests required to gain admission
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to higher education. Their parents are not in a position to provide information or assist
with these processes and it is important that the guidance counselors assume this role.
Guidance counselors who earn the trust of their Cambodian students by
displaying an interest in and understanding of their lives will be more likely to learn of
conflicts or problems the student is experiencing. An effective guidance counselor can
help to mediate difficulties and has the opportunity to mentor and advocate for the
student inside and outside of school.
Formulate Institutional Policies and Practices that Could Guarantee Success
Instead of Failure
There were many systemic problems mentioned by the participants that require
transformation of institutional policies and practices and sometimes paradigm shifts.
The leadership of administrators - from the superintendent to building principals - is
crucial to such change. Leadership by knowledgeable administrators committed to
equity and multicultural education is an essential component of effective reform. Such
leaders would ensure an ongoing program of professional development to educate
teachers and provide them with the support they need to become critical multicultural
teachers who could implement culturally relevant pedagogy. An effective leader sets a
tone of high expectations for teachers to value each child. She creates a school
climate where affirmation of diverse cultures, perspectives and behaviors is pervasive.
The two schools that the participants mentioned as providing environments
representative of multicultural values were led by strong visionary leaders with a
commitment to equity.
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Developing small schools or school programs within schools could improve
the chances for Cambodian students. The experiences that the young people described
as most beneficial were in smaller educational environments, affording them the
opportunity to be known and supported. In the words of Sonia Nieto (2000), ’’Small
schools can be an antidote to an educational system that has lost its soul as it has
become more bureaucratic and impersonal" (p. 13). The transitional Partnership
Program that Sarin experienced is a good model of how a smaller school within a
school can provide support. Because the Alternative School has been successful with
Cambodian students who have attended from an early age, this is another small school
option that can be encouraged. The participants' reports are substantiated by studies
that indicate a lower proportion of students dropping out in smaller schools (Lee &
Burkam, 2003).
Tracking has detrimental affects that can limit students' opportunities (Oakes,
1995). The participants reported that they were locked into inappropriate tracks and
that students of color were routinely relegated to lower tracks. Tracking is often
rigidly imposed by questionable criteria. To eliminate tracking requires a paradigm
shift on how to serve students. It would require secondary teachers who are able to
teach students at different levels within one class, as many elementary teachers
routinely do. Because the NEAS is a high stakes testing program that functions as a
driving force to curriculum development and pedagogical approaches, teachers are
pressured to teach to the tests. Ideally, high stakes testing would be eliminated and
other forms of assessment would be implemented. But even within the current
framework, it is possible to institute a more flexible approach to make content
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accessible to a variety of learning styles. Sarin mentioned that in the Partnership
Program, classes were geared toward NEAS requirements, but students also had the
option of fulfilling extra requirements to receive honors credit.
There are only a handful of Asian teachers in the Athens school district who
can provide an Asian perspective and serve as role models for the Asian students.
/

Only one educator is Cambodian, and she is a paraprofessional. This situation can be
addressed by more aggressive recruitment of Asian teachers, similar to the efforts to
hire more African American teachers. The Cambodian community also includes, as
potential resources, individuals who were educators in Cambodia but lack teaching
certification in the United States. By hiring such individuals to co-teach courses,
including those about Southeast Asia, it would be possible to include their knowledge
and perspectives. The district could also put effort into "growing our own" teachers
by encouraging and supporting Cambodian students to become teachers through
"Future Teachers" programs in the secondary schools. Additionally, incorporating
more courses and curriculum relating to Southeast Asia might increase the likelihood
that Cambodian students would find schoolwork relevant and engaging.
A school at the highest level of multicultural education would offer a bilingual
program for all students (Nieto, 2004). The closest Athens comes to this is a foreign
language program offering courses in French and Spanish. Because the Cambodian
population is such a small minority, I would suggest that classes in Khmer language
and culture could be offered as an after-school activity. The young people expressed a
desire for this and there are documented advantages to children learning literacy in
their home language as an asset to academic achievement (Cummins, 2001). The

303

occasion when this occurred in Athens clearly provided beneficial results. Such a
program could potentially enable Cambodian students to receive 'foreign' language
credit for Khmer.
Another institutional change might entail encouraging family participation
through alternate approaches, such as meetings designed for limited English speakers
with translators, set at times and locations accessible to the families; providing
communication in Khmer for those who request it; on-going contact with the families
about their students' progress, assisted by a bilingual interpreter; and the presence of a
bilingual family liaison. An advisory body of Southeast Asian parents, students and
other community members could provide a structure for school officials to receive
advice and information about how to effectively adjust policies and practices so as to
include families and succeed with students.
More flexible policies can be designed and carried out by knowledgeable
administrators, policies that take into consideration cultural differences and other
related reasons that interfere with meeting school requirements. The rigidity of school
policies and practices was a significant factor in the Cambodian students' decisions to
drop out of school.
Institutional academic support can be established for Cambodian students,
especially those who are no longer supported within the ESOL program. When
students are exited from ESOL because they have the designated English fluency, the
study's data provided ample evidence that they are still in need of various forms of
academic support and are easily overlooked within the high school culture.
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Role models and mentors can be made available to Cambodian students
through a program that makes use of community resources to bring such people into
the students' school lives. College students of Asian heritage or other community
members could be recruited and matched up with individual students as big brothers or
sisters to offer academic help and guidance in reaching goals.
Data on Asian students should be disaggregated to accurately determine the
achievement of Cambodian and other Southeast Asian students. When all Asian
students were grouped together as patterns of achievement were examined, it was easy
to lose sight of the specific challenges faced by Cambodian students. Data on the low
achievement of Cambodian students from a study conducted by an Athens ESOL
teacher, indicated there were marked discrepancies between the general Asian
population and the Cambodian students. Because many Asian students are high
achieving, the model minority myth rendered Cambodian students invisible.
Make Explicit The Effects on Students. Teachers, and Families of Power
Relationships and Societal Inequities
Although the young people in this study could describe many effects of
differing levels of power and privilege and of racism and classism, they lacked
theoretical knowledge about the historical, economic and ideological conditions that
produced the world they inhabit. This deficiency points to the need for multicultural
education that provides experiences to understand interethnic relations and crosscultural communication, as well as institutional racism and other forms of
discrimination. Staff development could help teachers understand their roles in the
perpetuation or elimination of the cycle of oppression so they have the opportunity to
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examine their own practices to remedy their classroom climates and work toward
creating inclusive, affirming, equitable classrooms and schools. The teachers can then
incorporate issues of power, privilege and inequity into many facets of curriculum to
promote critical discussions among their students that lead to understanding and
action.
Examination of challenging topics such as these ideally would occur at every
institutional level. It is incumbent upon school boards to analyze district data to
determine who benefits from district policies and practices and who is put at risk.
Only by being straightforward about the effects of power and privilege can they hope
to forge effective change. Workshops are necessary not only for teachers, but for
administrators and other staff to help all educators understand the dynamics of power
and privilege in reducing equity for students. Community-wide forums that are
focused on discussions of school inequity can bring the resources of the community to
address the marginalizing of certain groups of students and develop solutions. A
commitment to dealing with prejudice and discrimination and ensuring the inclusion
of all members of the community demands an ongoing analysis of issues of power and
privilege, race, ethnicity, culture and language, among others.
Listen to the Students
The findings in this study provide concrete examples of the importance of
listening to those who are the 'experts' on their school experiences. Yonezawa and
Jones (2004) reported on a study in which a student inquiry group were created to
discuss school experiences. The perspectives gathered from these groups were then
shared with practitioners to inform school reform. A process such as this could be
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institutionalized in the school district with student focus groups representing different
ethnic, racial and other identities to allow educators to listen to the insightful voices of
their students.
Cook-Sather (2002), who also strongly advocates for the authorizing of student
perspectives, suggests that inclusion of student input can be incorporated into teaching
and administrative evaluation forms by including a question that asks: "Did the
instructor make changes during the class that were responsive to learning needs
expressed by the students?" (p. 11). It is important to institutionalize the means to
receive student perspectives so that it is acknowledged as essential to the task of
providing effective education.
Recommendations for Further Research
Over the course of my research, I engaged in many conversations with family
members of the participants, as well as others in the Cambodian community. I believe
it would be enlightening to examine the perspectives of the adults in their own words.
Previous research with Cambodian adults (Smith-Hefner,1996; Canniff, 1999) was
conducted ten years ago and the findings may no longer be current.
I also participated in discussions with some teachers about my research. It
would be beneficial to hear their perspectives about Cambodian students and compare
them to the participants’ views of their teachers. I am hoping to begin doing this by
sharing my findings with teachers and administrators.
As I read the transcripts of the interviews, I was struck by the way the young
people constructed themselves in the conversations. Although I didn't have the space
to undertake this kind of analysis, I think it would be illuminating to conduct a
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narrative analysis of how the discourse the participants used represented their journeys
toward developing agency, as well as other issues. The use of metaphors by the
participants, particularly Bona, could be another interesting focus of a discourse
analysis. For example, when speaking about his reaction to racism Bona said,
I put up with some things, but a lot of things, they tend to [be hard]. In that
way, you're sort of built stronger 'cause you're constantly fighting. So your
pride builds up and you're built a lot more stronger. It's like people who like to
live easier; it's like a piece of wood, but you're automatically getting stronger
and then you become a piece of steel.
Another topic for future research could be to conduct a similar study in another
community to determine if the findings in this study apply to Cambodian students in
other contexts and whether different situations produce different findings.
Epilogue
I began this report with Maline's story. I will conclude it with the ending to
that story.
On Maline's 19th birthday, the car she was in, driven by her Laotian boyfriend,
was in a fatal accident. The whole Cambodian community attended Maline's funeral.
I can only imagine the range of feelings that people must have been experiencing. Rei
commented to me, "All these people are here who didn't want to be her friend when
she was alive." I imagine that thought must have been in many minds. The funeral
was held in an adjoining town. On Friday evening I drove the ten miles to the rural
community and located the funeral home, an unlikely setting for a Cambodian funeral.
The parking lot was overflowing and a man directed me around the back. When I
walked in, I felt like I had entered a Buddhist temple in Cambodia. The large room
was emptied of chairs, leaving a carpeted floor on which many people sat, commonly
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with their legs to the side in Cambodian fashion. At the front of the room was the
open casket, Maline lying there in state looking as if she were sleeping. I had been
told there would be an open casket, but I still wasn't prepared to see her and sat down
crying. There were large bouquets of red and white flowers surrounding her.
In the comer of the room, in front of the casket, was a red-robed monk sitting
on the floor. He had been transported from Ohio where Maline's aunt lived. There are
not many Cambodian monks in the United States. Athens has only a small
Cambodian community, not large enough for a temple. So when monks are needed to
conduct rituals, it is necessary to bring them from larger communities. The monk was
chanting in the ancient Pali language. Sometimes there would be choral responses
from the adults surrounding him. At some points, a man who was a community elder
would take a turn, speaking in Khmer. Once I turned to Victoria, who was sitting near
me, and asked her what he was saying. She hesitated and then consulted with a friend
sitting next to her. "He's talking about not taking things for granted." It was clear that
the younger people understood little, if any, of what was being said.
When I looked around the room of about 100 people, I could see all the young
people whom I had interviewed and their families, people I felt deeply connected to. I
saw members of the school community, including their friends, the principal of the
Alternative School, and a few ESOL teachers. There were Maline's relatives who had
come from out of town, and who were supporting her parents. There were brown
faces, black faces and white faces. Maline's father looked in shock; her mother
periodically wailed in grief. I kept thinking about the traumas they had experienced in
escaping Cambodia and finally reaching their new life in the United States only to lose
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their daughter in this tragic way. The pain of this group of survivors permeated the
room.
At the end of the two hour service, the elder participating in the service made
an announcement in Khmer. Then Maline’s older sister, the daughter of her father and
his first wife, who had been killed in the war, spoke in English, thanking everyone for
coming and announcing the service would continue the following morning at 9:00. As
I left, a number of the parents of my former students thanked me for coming.
Teachers are held in the highest regard in Cambodian culture and my presence at
community events over the years has always been markedly appreciated. I stopped to
give a hug to Bona's best friend, a rugged former student of mine from Tibet, who
began to cry. We cried together.
I returned the next morning after a sleepless night. I parked in the only space I
could find and entered the large room again. It seemed even more crowded than the
previous night. I noticed a video camera recording the service, operated by (as I
learned later) a sponsor of the family. The monk was chanting again and many people
had their hands pressed together in front of their hearts in the traditional prayer
gesture. Even the littlest children were mirroring their elders in this pose, in between
running off to play. Maline’s older sister had a new infant whom her husband tried to
occupy while she supported her parents.
The chanting continued as the night before, the monk and the community elder
alternating turns. Two hours later, it concluded and Maline's older sister spoke. She
talked about an experience she had had at 2:30 that morning, when Maline's spirit had
appeared to her. She repeated the conversation they had, where she had told Maline
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that they all loved her and she hoped her spirit would rest in peace. She said Maline
just shrugged. Then the sister invited everyone to come back to the family's house at
the conclusion of the ritual for food. She said that anyone who wanted to say good
bye to Maline could come up and place a flower in the casket.
A long line formed and people who had not brought flowers picked one from a
bucket of flowers on the floor. One by one, they dropped a flower into the casket and
stepped aside. I joined the line and did the same. Then the casket was wheeled to the
doorway of the room, people forming two lines on either side. The men in the family
lifted the casket and carried it through the lines to the crematory which was next to the
main building. They were followed by Maline's mother, held tightly by her close
relatives, screaming Maline's name uncontrollably, and the long procession of
mourners. After the monk performed another ritual, the casket was deposited into the
fire.
I drove back to Athens, giving a ride to a Cambodian friend, and we went to
the family's house. It was very crowded and everyone was sitting around on the floor
waiting until the monk had eaten in the small living room. Rei told me that
traditionally, no one can eat before the monk, who has to eat before noon and then
doesn't eat again until dark. When he had completed his meal, everyone else loaded
their plates from the kitchen table filled with restaurant supplied food. Many of the
young people sat in a circle on the floor. Some were sitting outside in the spring-like
day. I took my plate outside to find a place to sit and talked to some of my young
friends. I felt totally drained and soon left for home. Two weeks later, I am still
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V

grieving. At some level, this tragedy makes my research project feel irrelevant. On
another level, it feels more important than ever.
I keep asking myself whether things would have been different if we hadn't
failed Marine as a community. It had been clear to me for a long time that as a school
system we had not been successful with Marine. We had not taught her the skills she
needed to achieve her goals. She clearly felt badly about herself and her capabilities.
When she was retained, she lost her closest friends. The defense mechanisms she used
to cope with her insecurities only alienated others more. The path she chose to try to
feel better, made things worse. She paid the ultimate price. And by losing her, so
have we.
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APPENDIX
QUESTIONS FOR INTERVIEW
1. What name would you like me to use for you?
2. How old are you?
3. Where did your family come from?
4. How old were you when they came or were you bom here?
5. How do you identify (Cambodian, American, Asian, etc.)?
6. Tell me about your experiences in school.
- What has been good? bad?
- Do you remember a teacher you liked? What did you like about them?
- What is it like to be Cambodian in school?
- Was Cambodia included in your classes?
- If you dropped out of school, why did you?
- Did you experience any racism toward Cambodian students?
7. What would you like to tell your teachers (what should your teachers know)
about teaching you? about teaching Cambodians?
8. Are Cambodian students different from “American” students? If so, how?
9. What does it mean to be a successful person or student.
10 What is important in Cambodian culture?
- Buddhism says people are supposed to earn merit. How do you do that?
11. Do you raise your hand in school? Why or why not?
12. If you had children, what would you like school to be like for them?
13. What are your goals? What do your parents want for you?
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